Don’t Ignore My Voice: A Call to Action by and for Gender-Expansive Youth by Hoyo, Sam
University of Massachusetts Boston 
ScholarWorks at UMass Boston 
Graduate Doctoral Dissertations Doctoral Dissertations and Masters Theses 
5-2021 
Don’t Ignore My Voice: A Call to Action by and for Gender-
Expansive Youth 
Sam Hoyo 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umb.edu/doctoral_dissertations 





DON’T IGNORE MY VOICE: A CALL TO ACTION BY AND FOR GENDER-
EXPANSIVE YOUTH 
   
 





Submitted to the Office of Graduate Studies,  
University of Massachusetts Boston, 





























© 2021 by Sam Hoyo 





DON’T IGNORE MY VOICE: A CALL TO ACTION BY AND FOR GENDER-
EXPANSIVE YOUTH 
 









Patricia Krueger-Henney, Associate Professor 

















Francine Menashy, Program Director 





Tara L. Parker, Chairperson 
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Directed by Professor Patricia Krueger-Henney 
 
Gender-expansive youth are regularly discriminated against because they do not fit 
into the socially constructed gender binaries of the schools they attend.  Nor, typically, do 
they have a general sense of personal safety, often feeling socially and academically 
excluded from their dominant heteronormative school culture. This youth participatory action 
research mixed method study advocates for the academic success of gender-expansive youth 
by documenting how gender expansive young people embody damaging educational 
experiences and to what extent these experiences can also lead to solidarity, resilience, and 
perseverance.  The research findings include that gender expansive youth feel tolerated but 
not supported by the institution of school, or by key members in their learning institutions. It 
is also apparent that peers wish to stand in solidarity with gender expansive youth in order 





“Economy of Borderland Performance” that showcases the interrelation of gender 
performances between the student, administration and larger societal conditioning around 
gender.  In part what is highlighted is young people’s ever-present performativity of  
“Borderland Solidarity” that is based on them choosing to leave the arena of performance and 
enter into solidarity with one another. This study culminates with the author’s self-reflections 
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A NEED FOR CHANGE 
 
We’re all taught from a young age that there are only two choices: pink or blue, 
Bratz or Power Rangers, cheerleading or football. We see gender in two dimensions 
because that’s what society has taught us from birth. But, are you ready for a 
shocking revelation? SOCIETY NEEDS TO CHANGE. (Garvin, 2016) 
 
I have always been different. I grew up looking different from my very pale, blond-
haired, blue-eyed English cousins, in a town where diversity was something seen on 
television. Adults told me they were envious of my “tan,” and children mocked me and 
threatened me with violence. As I grew up and my parents moved us to Spain, I thought I 
would finally get some reprieve since at least there I “fit in.” Yet, it was not meant to be. In 
Spain, it was no longer my skin color that offended; rather, it was my “tomboy” appearance 
and mannerisms that were no longer seen as cute, and I began to transgress some unspoken 
but very prevalent ideas about gender roles. During this time, I learned what my body and 
physical appearance should look like, and no matter how much I tried or how much my 
family pressured, I always seemed to fall short of the ideal image of “girl” that society has 
ingrained into the mainstream consciousness. When I was 12, my family moved to the United 





To a 12-year-old who had only seen or heard of the United States through the rose-
colored glasses of Hollywood, it was a place where an individual could be anyone they 
wanted and accomplish anything to which they set their mind. Before moving, I spent weeks 
dreaming about how my life would change as soon as I stepped off the magical yellow bus 
into my new school. What I failed to comprehend at 12, however, was that while it appears 
that the “American dream” is available to all, it is decidedly not. It is especially difficult to 
attain if one is a member of a minoritized population. The country that was launched into the 
center of the global stage on the backs of minority populations continues to turn its back on 
those very populations. Moreover, these minoritized populations are in even greater danger 
because U.S. schools are failing them, as indicated by the widening achievement gap (Cohen 
et al., 2006; Lee, 2002; Murphy, 2009), the school-to-prison pipeline (Mallett, 2016; 
Meiners, 2015; Togut, 2011), the disproportionality of minority students in special education 
(Bean, 2013; Cartledge et al., 2016; Togut, 2011), and lower retention and graduation rates 
from higher education (Bailey et al., 2005).  
Of these minoritized populations, those who are gender expansive or transgender are 
at risk of being discriminated against because they do not fit into the gender binaries that 
society has constructed (Grossman & D’Augelli, 2007; Ryan & Futterman, 1997). Within the 
educational system, gender-expansive youth are often unable to fully engage and participate 
in necessary daily activities such as using public restrooms and other gender-matched 
facilities. These students are also made to feel uncomfortable when they are not referred to 
by their preferred gender pronoun and name (Beemyn et al., 2005; Spicer, 2010). For these 
reasons (among others), many students feel they have no alternative but to leave the 





In an effort to ground my study and to generate substantial, rich, and measurable data, 
I chose to engage in research with gender-expansive youth around the homophobia and 
transphobia they faced within heteronormative social structures in education. I used Butler’s 
(1988) performativity of gender theory and Anzaldúa’s (2012) borderland theory to deepen 
my conceptualization of gender and to offer a lens through which to view this marginalized 
and vulnerable population.  
A Note on Terminology 
Over the last few years, the transgender population has gained increased visibility, 
and it is critical to be able to engage in dialogue around these unique identities. There is a 
wide range of self-identifying terminology, since using only one term to identify the entire 
population can be harmful. In an effort to build a more robust knowledge base to advocate on 
behalf of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT1) people, specific terminology and 
definitions have been developed to help differentiate between LGBT, transgender, gender-
variant, and gender expansive identities.  
The Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) has explained that 
LGBT is used as an umbrella term in reference to people who identify as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and/or transgender (GLSEN, n.p.). The term transgender refers to those whose 
gender identity and/or expression are not aligned with the gender assigned to them at birth. 
The term gender variant refers to those whose gender identity and/or gender expressions do 
not conform to the gender assigned to them at birth, whereas gender expansive refers to those 
 
1 Though I acknowledge that the term LGBT is limiting and does not include the subgroups of queer or 
questioning, I use it here because much of the academic literature excludes both of the latter terms. Because the 
literature as a whole does not include them as separate and unique groups, I am not able to assume that the 
findings from the literature related to LGBT can also be applied to these subgroups. Therefore, I only include 





whose gender identity and/or gender expressions do not conform to the traditional 
expectations of the gender they were assigned at birth. One key nuance is that those who self-
identify as gender expansive or gender variant may or may not also self-identify as 
transgender (Greytak et al., 2009). Throughout this dissertation, I use gender expansive as an 
overarching term to include those who identify as transgender and gender variant, in an effort 
to encompass all of those who do not conform to the prescribed gender dichotomy dictated 
by the dominant culture. When citing from the literature, I use the terminology employed by 
the individual authors.  
Problem Statement 
Most of the academic research around gender-expansive students has been conducted 
in higher education (Catalano, 2015; Nicolazzo, 2016). Fewer studies have focused on 
gender-expansive youth in K-12 settings beyond the supportive measures that adults in 
schools can use to help gender-expansive youth feel emotionally supported (Marx & Kettrey, 
2016; McCormick et al., 2015; Toomey & Russell, 2013), and a majority of this research has 
offered statistical data highlighting the school-based bullying and harassment that gender-
expansive youth face (Greytak et al., 2009; Massachusetts Commission on LGBTQ Youth., 
2013). While these studies have made important contributions, limitations in the literature 
have revealed an overall exclusion of gender expansive youth (Cochran et al., 2002; Toomey 
et al., 2010).  
While more recent studies have examined the safety issues and homophobic 
schooling conditions that gender-expansive youth face in public schools, much less research 
has documented the perspectives of these youth on their personal experience with and in 





youths by positioning them as central contributors to knowledge production about school 
incompletion among their gender expansive peers. There is a small group of critical scholars, 
including Billies (2015), Brockenbrough (2016), Linville (2011a, b), and Meiners and Quinn 
(2012), whose scholarship has committed profoundly to naming and examining the unequal 
conditions of schooling and learning for LGBT youth. However, even across their critical 
scholarship, the educational needs of gender-expansive youth remain underrepresented.  
The statistics related to gender-expansive youth are distressing. For instance, Greytak 
et al. (2009) found that 65% of transgender students felt unsafe in schools because of how 
they chose to express their gender. I argue that such statistics are a strong indicator of 
gender-expansive students being pushed out and falling out of schools because of a lack of 
safety. Aside from the risk of dropout, gender-expansive youth are at greater risk of 
imprisonment or other legal troubles, as well as physical, emotional, and mental health 
problems. The lack of support from schools often results in lower grade point averages for 
gender-expansive youth (Aragon et al., 2014; Blackburn & McCready, 2009; Greytak et al., 
2009). In addition to lower academic performance, gender-expansive youth exhibit high 
levels of homelessness (Cochran, et al., 2002; Durso & Gates, 2012; Reck, 2009), 
engagement in high-risk behavior, such as substance abuse, prostitution, and other sex work, 
and high rates of HIV infection (Ghorayshi, 2017; Grossman & D’Augelli, 2006; Wilson et 
al., 2009; Sevelius, 2013). These and other factors can contribute to mental health problems 
that often lead to suicide (Duncan & Hatzenbuehler, 2014; Eisenberg & Resnick, 2006; 
Fitzpatrick et al., 2005; Greytak et al., 2009; Grossman et al., 2009; Pritchard, 2013) and 





Meiners (2015) stated that “disproportionately represented within the prison 
population are people of color, as well as the poor and others denied access to high-quality 
education and/or meaningful, living-wage employment” (p. 121). Arguably, this 
disproportionality extends to those who are gender expansive. Given their inability to 
conform to the societal expectations placed on them regarding gender expression, many 
gender-expansive people begin experiencing challenges within school walls; later, these 
difficulties translate to negative experiences with the justice system, employment, and 
society at large. As gender-expansive individuals and the gender-expansive community 
become more organized and politically active, and receive more attention from the media, the 
basic human rights that are currently being withheld from them will need to be addressed by 
policymakers, government officials, institutions, and society more broadly.  
Research Purpose, Rationale, and Question 
The purpose of this youth participatory action research (YPAR) study was to 
foreground the expert knowledge of gender-expansive high school youth related to current 
homophobic, transphobic, and heteronormative education policies and practices, and to 
explore the extent to which these policies and practices can be mitigated as young people 
come together to resist and reverse the injustices they see. The following overarching 
research question guided my study: “How do high school-aged gender-expansive youth 
experience their educational settings and schooling practices within their particular school 
contexts?” 
All too often, scholars conduct research on today’s youth. Instead, I wanted my 
research to engage with youth through YPAR. Rooted in social justice principles, YPAR 





their communities, and the institutions intended to serve them (Akom et al., 2008). Very few 
education researchers have asked gender-expansive youth about their perspectives on their 
school experiences. Yet, I contend that it is critical for gender-expansive youth to participate 
in inquiries that document their lived experiences with homophobic, transphobic, and 
heteronormative schooling practices and policies. Furthermore, for this study, I was 
interested in the perspectives that gender-expansive youth bring to critical conversations 
about what the school experience looks and feels like to them.  
This study was necessary because gender-expansive youth are an underrepresented 
group that has held a place solely under the LGBT umbrella—not as a separate and unique 
population. Most school administrators and policymakers conform strictly to societal 
expectations regarding gender and therefore cannot possibly understand the unique 
intricacies of the lives of gender-expansive populations. For this reason, it is critical that 
gender-expansive youth have opportunities to tell the education community what they need 
and want. Gender-expansive students will continue to suffer academically and socially until 
the educational system develops and implements policies that provide safe and equitable 
school experiences for them. The greatest insights into these policies and practices can be 
ascertained from the gender-expansive youth who are directly impacted by them.  
Such policies must be enacted to call attention to and push against societal 
boundaries. Anzaldúa (2012) referred to these margins as “borderlands,” which she defined 
as “vague and undetermined place[s] created by an emotional residue of an unnatural 
boundary” (p. 25). While in part Anzaldúa is describing a physical geographic area, she is 
also referencing the boundary between any two, or more, characteristics that are traditionally 





gender identity are in constant opposition to the dominant culture. Conflict arises due to 
misunderstandings between society’s conceptions of gender and sex, as well as internal 
struggles that gender-expansive people feel between one’s gender identity and their 
biological sex. Gender-expansive people must live, survive, and learn to navigate these 
invisible “borders” as they are continually ostracized for their differences within the realms 
of sexuality and gender. These individuals must be protected and afforded the same rights 
and privileges as those who live within societal conventions.  
Gender-expansive youth are relatively invisible within traditional academic research. 
Additionally, very little research has taken into account the voices and perspectives of 
gender-expansive youth as experts in their lived experience and in their ability to produce 
knowledge through those experiences. The fact that little has been written about their 
perspectives—let alone their existence as a group in general—proves to that this research, 
which includes some popular culture sources such as blogs and social media, is a topic that 
can no longer be ignored.  
In the context of urban education, the need for this research is even more crucial, with 
gender-expansive youth serving as co-researchers, since there are fewer resources for gender- 
expansive students in urban centers, and those resources that are available are often perceived 
by racial minority youth as resources that are “‘White’, inaccessible or irrelevant” to their 
experience (Cianciotto & Cahill, 2003, p. 19). It is necessary to offer supports to these 
students that are relevant and aligned with the worldview of their particular communities. 
Educators, educational researchers, and policy makers must pay close attention to this 
population because it is society’s responsibility to treat every child with respect and offer 





The World Health Organization (2017) identified education as a determinant of 
health, with “low education levels … linked with poor health, more stress and lower self-
confidence.” Steinmetz (2015) pointed out that “transgender people are four times more 
likely than the general population to report living in extreme poverty, making less than 
$10,000 per year” (n.p.). Steinmetz also reported that the events of September 11, 2001, 
made it even more difficult for transgender individuals to live as a member of one’s 
identified gender in light of tighter governmental restrictions placed on changing components 
of one’s identity. The difficulties around changing pieces of their government-recognized 
identity may help explain why members of the gender-expansive community are more likely 
to experience extreme poverty. Government identifications that list birth names and sexes 
continue to marginalize transgender individuals, who may choose to live and function 
without those IDs, thereby limiting employment opportunities. These factors add to the 
urgency of working directly with gender-expansive youth when challenging homophobic, 
transphobic, and heteronormative education policies and practices.  
Conceptualizing Gender 
Gender is a complex and opaque topic that usually is not openly discussed and taught 
within society’s heteronormative and transphobic narrative. Western society tends to think 
primarily in terms of dichotomies, such as male and female, right and wrong, or Democrat 
and Republican, without understanding the similarities between these differences. Though 
gender continues to be understood as a dichotomy, I argue that it must be viewed as a 
continuum. Someone who is gender-expansive may not identify with a specific gender; 
rather, their gender may shift fluidly along the gender continuum, standing in direct contrast 





gender rather than allowing gender to remain fluid is another example of the heteronormative 
dichotomy that is socially constructed around what gender should look like. As an example 
of this fluidity, a biological female may identify as a male but not adhere to stereotypical 
male personality traits, instead flowing continuously between traditionally “male and female” 
stereotypical traits.  
The disconnect between gender-expansive individuals and the dominant culture of 
heteronormative patriarchy, therefore, becomes a power struggle. Gender-expansive 
individuals simply want to live their lives according to the gender with which they identify 
while living in places where they feel they belong. By contrast, the heteronormative 
patriarchy under which the dominant culture resides assumes that men are masculine, women 
are feminine, and these two distinct forces cannot coexist within a single structure. Gender is 
generally accepted as a social construct within the fields of sociology (Berkowitz et al., 2010) 
and education (Billies, 2010; Brockenbrough, 2016; Cruz, 2011; Linville 2011a,b; Lugg, 
2003; Meiners & Quinn, 2012). A person’s sex is generally understood to be the biological 
anatomy a person is born with, whereas gender “refers to the sociocultural concomitants of 
those aspects” (Paul, 2016, p. 830).  
Lugg (2003) noted that the legal and medical communities have not yet caught up to 
one another and are not on the same page regarding the definitions of sex and gender; 
consequently, society at large continues to operate on the constructed belief that sex and 
gender are dichotomous. The law views sex as binary; yet, medically, there are several 
genetic combinations that exist outside of the XY or XX chromosomal combinations, and 
genitalia itself may be ambiguous. These distinctions make it imperative for society at large 





to understand that gender nonconformity and sexuality are not necessarily interconnected; for 
instance, while some gender-expansive individuals are also homosexual, many are not. 
Society and the research community oftentimes identify gender and sexuality as 
synonymous, grouping sexual and gender minoritized people together under one LGBT 
umbrella and putting the gender-expansive population at further risk.  
Gender Performativity 
Butler (1988) coined the term gender performativity to connote the construction of 
gender through a series of social acts and encounters that give cultural meaning to the term. 
Being female is a biological fact, in that the person has the biological anatomy of a female 
such as a uterus, ovaries, and other inherent female anatomical structures. However, to be a 
woman is a cultural statement that only has meaning within a specific cultural sphere 
(Anzaldúa, 2012; Butler, 1988; Caraves, 2017). Within this cultural sphere, a woman is not 
only defined by her gendered performances, such as body image, fashion standards, and 
beauty practices, but also by the performances imposed on her, such as motherhood, 
submissiveness to men, and other patriarchal impositions (Butler, 1988; Caraves, 2017). 
When women do not conform to mainstream characteristics, they are frequently relegated to 
the “other.” It is in the cultural sphere that gender and biological sex have become 
synonymous, and “gender appears to the popular imagination as a substantial core which 
might well be understood as the spiritual or psychological correlate of biological sex” 
(Butler, 1988, p. 528). Gender has been socially constructed to indicate a “right or wrong” 
way for an individual to engage in gender performativity. While performativity in and of 





performance; thus, one must be reflexive around the performance of gender as well as the 
way gender is received.  
Regardless of how I choose to perform my gender, I will always be categorized as 
either a male or female and, usually, correspondingly as a man or woman. My choice 
of agency in gendering lay in my performance, but the social cultural reception, 
categorization, or interpretation of my performance discourse (including binary 
language used to describe my gender) is not something I have complete agencies 
over. (Wright, 2011, p. 77)  
When one does not conform to the strict and narrow gender guidelines that society deems 
appropriate for them, they are often marginalized and cast aside while simultaneously viewed 
as abnormal.  
Most organizations, including schools, are not gender-neutral. Within a majority of 
institutions, it matters a great deal how a person self-identifies with respect to their gender. 
Additionally, these “organizations are dominated by gender related values that bias 
organizational life in favor of one sex over another” (Morgan et al., 1997, p. 191), meaning 
that one sex is ultimately preferred over the other. Within schools, gender performativity 
plays two primary roles. First, the school environment demands individuals perform gender 
in accordance with established power relations, with males as the dominant sex. Second, the 
environmental space demands a gendered performance in ways that are appropriate to the 
organization and therefore to the established power relations (Tyler & Cohen, 2010, p. 177). 
In high schools, this may present itself as math and science being perceived as stereotypically 





gown styles according to gender lines. At the elementary and preschool levels, books for 
younger students may portray police officers as men and homemakers as women.  
In school environments, not only students but also faculty and staff are expected to 
engage in gender performativity. Some believe that in order to run a successful school, the 
leader must exhibit logical analytical thinking, decisiveness, rationality, aggressiveness, and 
a no-nonsense attitude, traits that are traditionally associated with masculinity. When a 
woman exhibits these traits, however, she is often perceived as resisting the social norms 
associated with her gender (Morgan, 1997, p. 192). Schools and school districts often expect 
that women embody the stereotypical constructions of femininity, including compassion, 
emotion, and submission, in order to reinforce gendered social hierarchies.  
Who people are and, more importantly, who others think they are perceptions that 
play an important role in creating one’s individual identity and one’s place within the larger 
social context. Thus, gender-expansive policies must also be viewed from a critical symbolic 
interpretivist perspective, where the symbolism of the terms male and female must be 
deconstructed. Indeed, symbols are at the center of the symbolic interpretive perspective. 
There is great symbolic emphasis placed on the ideas of masculinity and femininity which 
have pre-described rules and roles (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013, p. 185). In the blurring or 
outright defiance of these prescribed roles, gender-expansive individuals threaten the 
dominant heteronormative, patriarchal curriculum taught in schools. Schools inevitably 
become places where gender-expansive youth feel out of place, invisible, misunderstood, and 
often ostracized by peers, teachers, and administrators—factors that often push students out 





Borderland Theory  
As previously discussed, Anzaldúa (2012) introduced the concept of the borderlands, 
creating a metaphor for an individual as both a product and construct of two very different 
spaces without belonging to either space. The borderlands become a “third space between 
cultures and social systems” (Cantú & Hurtado, 2012, p. 6) in which gender-expansive 
individuals reside. They are not part of the heteronormative space, nor are they part of the 
homosexual space, and therefore they must create their own culture, spaces, practices, and 
social system. Anzaldúa (2012) wrote,  
 Los atravesados live here: The squint-eyes, the perverse, the queer, the 
troublesome, the mongrel, the mulato, the half-breed, the half-dead; in short, 
those who cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the 
“normal”.…The only “legitimate” inhabitants are those in power, the whites, 
and those who align themselves with the whites. (p. 25–26) 
I maintain that gender-expansive individuals are los atravesados who cannot fit the mold that 
society has set up around gender norms. The border can be seen as an impenetrable wall  
separating los atravesados from the legitimate—or it can be a means of understanding one’s 
identity. Callis (2014) suggested that non-binary identities are best understood as comprising 
a sexual borderland, “a place of sexual and gender fluidity, a space where identities can 
change, multiply, and/or dissolve” (p. 64). Those who find themselves situated within the 
borderland must learn to develop their own culture while also challenging the dominant 
heteronormative culture that surrounds them.  
For gender-expansive individuals, this third space is created at the intersection of the 





created within themselves, a space between their biological sex and the expectations placed 
on them because of their gender. Anzaldúa (2012) demonstrated her understanding of this 
phenomenon when she wrote,  
Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures 
and their value systems, la mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of 
borders, and inner war…. The coming together of two self-consistent but habitually 
incompatible frames of reference causes un choque, a cultural collision. (p. 100) 
The inner struggle occurs in this third space, and these collisions can lead to self-hatred, 
confusion, and often risky behavior, especially if families, communities, and/or schools do 
not provide adequate support systems.  
Although both Anzaldúa’s (2012) notion of borderlands and Butler’s (1998) concept 
of gender performativity are theoretical and theory-driven, they served different purposes 
within the context of this research. Using Anzaldúa and Butler’s theories allowed me to 
explore gender as a socially constructed process through which the differences between sex 
and gender could be examined and understood. The theories of despair (embodiment and 
minority stress) and the theory of hope (resilience) helped illuminate the daily lived 
experiences of gender-expansive youth within their educational contexts and how those 
experiences were manifested.  
Theoretical Framework 
I explored theories grounded in the social sciences to highlight how gender-expansive 
youth experienced educational policies within their particular schools. In this dissertation, I 
group these theories under two headings: “A Theory of Hope” and “Theories of Despair.” A 





and offers ways that challenges can be limited by individuals coming together as a united 
front through solidarity. In direct contrast, the Theories of Despair, encompassing 
embodiment theory and minority stress theory, demonstrate how learning is inhibited and 
other issues, such as anxiety and depression are advanced.  
Theories of Despair 
According to much of the literature, the future of gender-expansive youth seems 
bleak, especially in the context of education and the lack of supports available. There is an 
astronomical number of biopsychosocial risks that gender-expansive individuals must face 
over the course of their lives, but these risks coalesce most dramatically during their 
adolescence. Indeed, the hormonal changes and questions about self-identity that occur 
during adolescence represent a confusing time for all. In this study, I used the embodiment 
theory of emotion and minority stress theory to examine the schooling process as well as the 
inherent systemic homophobic and transphobic bias that exists within schools.  
 Embodiment theory. Embodiment theory has a long history, drawing on ideas by 
Charles Darwin, John Dewey, William James, and Carl Lange that see the mind and body as 
part of the Cartesian duality (Barrett & Lindquist, 2008). Embodiment theory stems from the 
theory of emotion and posits that while the body and the mind are separate and distinct 
entities, they influence each other when an emotional response to a situation is created 
(Barrett & Lindquist, 2008; Glenberg, 2010). As the mind is stimulated by an emotional 
response, the body also undergoes a change, with physiological responses being detected. 
Social psychology holds that emotions are not solely created in the mind but are strongly 
embodied and therefore involve bodily changes (Niedenthal et al., 2009, as cited in Glenberg, 





experiencing the world from the very specific location of our bodies” (p. 760). The mind and 
body cannot be separated; therefore, embodiment plays very a specific role in how gender-
expansive youth make sense of and experience the educational process. Butler's (1998) 
theory of gender performativity—which maintains that gender is achieved through a series of 
performances by the body—can be seen as embodiment in action (Tolman et al., 2014, p. 
763).  
Embodiment theory as it applies to gender-expansive populations. In the academic 
literature, embodiment theory has been used to understand how transsexuals interact in 
society. Transsexuals differ from transgender individuals in that transsexuals are in the 
process of, or have already undergone, transitioning through hormones or surgery (Hird, 
2002, as cited in Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010), whereas transgender people may or may not 
undergo this form of transitioning (Bornstein, 1994, as cited in Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010). 
Much of the research around transsexuals and embodiment has focused on how the gendered 
body is defined by self and how “failure” of the body leads potentially to embarrassment, 
fear, or assault (Elliot, 2001; Johnson, 2007; Schrock et al., 2005). Outside of the 
embodiment literature related to transsexuals, Parlee (1996) stated that much of what has 
been written about sex and gender as personal embodiment has been framed solely within 
traditional, dichotomous, binary views of gender. Such views are, as noted earlier, 
detrimental and dangerous to those who do not fit within this dichotomy.  
Minority stress theory. Meyer’s (1995, 2003) minority stress theory was originally 
developed to look at how sexual minorities interact with their environment and how that 
interaction leads to a variety of health-related problems, both physical and mental. These 





result of being immersed in an inherently homophobic world, and these stressors can cause 
multiple health problems. Though Meyer created this theory to understand health disparities 
among sexual minority populations, others have expanded on Meyer’s framework to examine 
the effect of stressors on gender-expansive populations (Breslow et al., 2015; Reisner et al., 
2015; Tebbe & Moradi, 2016). The theory has also been used to look at stressors and their 
effects on those who are not only sexually or gender expansive, but also racial and ethnic 
minorities (Balsam et al., 2011; Cyrus, 2017; Hayes et al., 2011).  
Anzaldúa (2012) described the borderlands as the intersectionality between 
minoritized populations and the dominant culture. Minority stress theory mirrors Anzaldúa’s 
borderlands in that both represent areas of conflict at the intersection of minoritized 
populations and social environments that enforce the heteronormative dominant culture 
(Meyer, 1995, 2003). Just as Anzaldúa argued that members of the dominant population, no 
matter how empathetic, can never understand the stressors felt by Chicanos, the stressors felt 
by gender nonconformists cannot be understood by those who identify as cisgender. They do 
not understand what it feels like to have to hide and to endure internalized prejudice, 
rejection, and other homophobic and transphobic stressors doled out by society, including 
those who are supposed to offer unconditional love, namely family.  
Minority stress theory as it applies to LGB populations. Much of the research around 
minority stress theory relative to sexually minoritized populations has centered on mental and 
psychological well-being (Meyer, 1995, 2003; Woodford et al., 2014). However, few studies 
have used minority stress theory to examine how the physical health of sexually minoritized 
populations is affected by environmental stressors (Lick et al., 2013). Likewise, little 





mental health of sexually minoritized youth populations (Baams et al., 2015; Mustanski et 
al., 2016). Meyer (2003) pointed to specific stressors unique to sexual minorities, including 
prejudiced events, internalized homophobia, social stigma in the form of rejection and 
discrimination, and the necessity to conceal their identity (pp. 680–683). Of the studies that 
have been conducted in this area, all have concluded that environmental stressors play a 
major role in the physiological and psychological health of sexually minoritized populations.  
Minority stress theory as it applies to gender-expansive populations. Two areas that 
have been studied using minority stress theory relate to the increased substance use and the 
increased risk of suicide among gende-expansive populations (Hendricks & Testa, 2012; 
Reisner et al., 2015; Tebbe & Moradi, 2016). Reisner et al. (2015) postulated that bullying is 
an external stressor for gender-expansive youth that increases the chances of individuals 
engaging in substance abuse as a coping mechanism when compared to cisgender youth. 
Regarding suicide, Hendricks and Testa (2012) reported that if transgender status was a 
reason for increased violence and victimization, then the risk of suicide increased, compared 
to those who were not exposed to these external stressors. This was supported by a later 
study conducted by Tebbe and Morodi (2016), who found higher rates of depression and 
suicide risk among transgender populations. Specifically, they found that 71.9% of the 
sampled transgender population reported that they had thought about suicide at least once in 
the previous year; additionally, 28.1% reported having contemplated suicide at least once in 
their lifetime. The incidence of depression was also greater for the transgender population 
than in the general population studied.  
Minority stress theory as it applies to LGBT people of color. Minority stress theory 





with being a sexual minority and/or gender nonconformist, face prejudice because of their 
race or ethnicity (Balsam et al., 2011). In addition to experiencing environmental stressors in 
the form of racism and homophobia from the dominant heteronormative population, LGBT 
people of color also experience racism from the predominantly White LGBT community as 
well as homophobia from the Black community (Balsam et al., 2011).  
Even though LGBT people of color face more stressors, it is unclear whether these 
additional stressors cause more health problems. Balsam et al. (2011) conducted a mixed-
methods study to explore the intersectionality between racism and heterosexism as it related 
to LGBT people of color in the White LGBT community, within their own cultural 
communities, and in sexual relationships. They found that “because racial/ethnic 
communities are extremely vital for LGBT people of color, discrimination within these 
communities may have a greater negative impact on mental health than racism with LGBT 
communities” (Balsam et al., 2011, p. 170). Research has also suggested that members of 
minoritized ethnic and cultural communities may develop increased resiliency with respect to 
their sexual or gender identities because of the resiliency developed in response to racism 
(Singer, 2004, as cited in Hayes et al., 2011). Hayes et al.’s (2011) findings aligned with 
Singer’s (2004) that LGB- people of color did not experience greater distress than White 
LGB individuals, but they did show greater signs of distress than heterosexual people of 
color. The authors cautioned that, while it appeared that all LGB people reported higher 
levels of stress then their heterosexual counterparts, this does not imply that minority LGB 
people do not feel greater discrimination and prejudice; rather, this could be because they are 





In her landmark article, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, 
and Violence Against Women of Color,” Crenshaw (1991) coined the term intersectionality, 
which offers a lens through which  
you can see where power comes and collides, where it interlocks and intersects. It’s 
not simply that there’s a race problem here, a gender problem here, and a class or 
LBGTQ problem there. Many times, that framework erases what happens to people 
who are subject to all of these things. (Columbia Law School, 2017).  
She further explained this idea in a 2016 Ted Talk:  
I would go on to learn that African-American women, like other women of color, like 
other socially marginalized people all over the world, were facing all kinds of 
dilemmas and challenges as a consequence of intersectionality, intersections of race 
and gender, of heterosexism, transphobia, xenophobia, ableism, all of these social 
dynamics come together and create challenges that are sometimes quite unique. 
(Crenshaw, 2016)  
In an effort to understand the human condition, it is increasingly important to maintain an 
awareness of the intersections of race, gender, sexual orientation, and ethnicity, among 
others, and to keep these intersections in focus since they are at the heart of each person’s 
story.  
While Hayes et al. (2011) reported that it was inconclusive if LGB- people of color 
faced greater stress as a result of being double minorities, Bowleg et al. (2003) concluded 
that minorities, sexually and racially, do face greater stressors. Bowleg et al.’s study 
considered “triple jeopardy” on Black lesbians, with the authors investigating the 





study was that, though the participants discussed heterosexism and homophobia, it was most 
often through the lens of race and racism. Moreover, it was apparent that racism was the most 
significant stressor, followed by sexism. Yet, despite experiencing stressors in multiple 
forms, the women in Bowleg et al.’s study also exhibited a great deal of resiliency.  
  Embodiment theory and minority stress theory as applied to learning. Minority 
stress theory can be used to show how continuous stigmatization leads to increased stress on 
members of gender-expansive groups. As discussed in the literature review, gender-
expansive youth are exposed to increased violence, homophobia, transphobia, and 
heteronormative practices that can be seen as external environmental stressors. As a result of 
those stressors, gender-expansive youth are at greater risk for suicide, substance abuse, and 
other biopsychosocial risk factors. Embodiment theory can be used to show how the 
internalization of violence experienced in school, along with the negative impacts of 
homophobic, transphobic, and heteronormative school practices, can lead to physiological 
responses that an individual believes can only be alleviated through substance abuse, suicide, 
or other equally self-destructive behaviors.  
Theory of Hope 
In this study, I drew on resilience theory to explore how gender-expansive youth used 
resilience factors to overcome adversity and how (if at all) schools, as institutions, helped 
promote and foster that resiliency. When considering resiliency, one must take into account 
what Duckworth et al. (2007) called grit, the notion that perseverance and passion for long-
term goals is a greater predictor of success, and that those who manifest these traits will be 





 Resiliency theory. Six key theorists have contributed notably to the development of 
resiliency theory: Michael Rutter, Norman Garmezy, Emma Werner, Suniya Luthar, Ann 
Masten, and Michael Ungar (Shean, 2015). While their individual definitions of resilience 
differ significantly, all of their definitions contain two central ideas: first, a person must have 
been exposed to an increased level of risk, and, second, as a result of that exposure, the 
individual demonstrates “positive functioning” (Shean, 2015, p. 26). In a review of the 
literature regarding resilience and resiliency theory, Shean summarized several key concepts 
shared by resilience theorists, including the notion that resilience is not an inherited quality 
or a characteristic that only certain people possess; rather, it is the result of a person’s 
interaction with their environment: “There are personality (or temperament) dimensions 
consistently associated with resilience, such as conscientiousness; however, there is evidence 
that experiences shape personality traits (Matsen, 2013) … resilience is simultaneously a 
quality of the individual and the individual’s environment (Unger, 2005a)” (as cited in 
Shean, 2015, p. 26). There are no specific risk factors that have a greater impact than others; 
instead, the collective sum of independent risk factors creates the need for higher (or lower) 
levels of resilience (Shean, 2015).  
The major resiliency theorists break resilience, or protective, factors into three 
categories: individual, family, and community (Shean, 2015). This categorization is 
extremely important when looking at gender-expansive youth since the number of risk 
factors grow exponentially as the number protective factors decrease. I argue, therefore, that 
the role of the school becomes increasingly important as a potential protective factor, rather 
than as a vehicle by which gender expansive youth are continuously ostracized, as is often 





perceptions of belonging to the school community and dropout. Bernard (1993, as cited in 
Green et al., 2003) found that “institutions such as schools, especially nurturing, supportive 
teachers, can teach resilience and play a critical role in helping people develop into 
competent, caring adults” (p. 78). Such support, or lack thereof, aids in students’ resilience, 
which came through in the voices of the participants of my study and which can inform 
efforts to improve the educational experience for all gender-expansive youth.  
Resilience and education. Within the realm of education, considerable attention has 
been paid to sexual minority youth and the victimization they face within the homophobic, 
heteronormative structures that are inherent in schools and the schooling process. Given that 
this form of oppression is systemic within education—and throughout all social structures—
what are factors of resilience or protective sexual minority youth can employ? Russell (2005) 
held that by creating anti-harassment policies specific to sexual minorities, employing 
supportive teachers and staff who stop hate language such as homophobic slurs, having an 
active Gay Straight Alliance (GSA), and making information about supports for sexual 
minority youth readily available can have a positive effect on these youth, as evidenced by 
higher scores on resiliency scales. 
Resilience and minority stress theory. In my conceptual framework, I present 
minority stress theory as a theory of despair; its direct antithesis is resilience (Baams et al., 
2015; Breslow et al., 2015; Hendricks & Testa, 2012; Mereish & Poteat, 2015; Mustanski et 
al., 2016; Reisner et al., 2015; Tebbe & Moradi, 2016). Despite the stressors that sexual 
(Meyer, 1995, 2003) and gender minorities (Breslow et al., 2015) face, they demonstrate a 
tremendous amount of resilience in the form of effective strategies developed at the  





emerged from several studies, including pride in self-identity; recognizing and negotiating 
oppression; navigating relationships with family and friends; accessing resources (e.g., health 
and finances); connecting with a community; and having a sense of hope—all of which have 
been shown to reduce minority stress and increase resilience (Breslow et al., 2015; Hendricks 
& Testa, 2012; Singh et al., 2011; Singh & McKleroy, 2011; Tebbe & Moradi, 2016). 
Anzaldúa (2012) reflected on being in the borderlands and having a sense of shame, all the 
while trying to find where she—as a woman, a Chicana, and a lesbian—fit in the larger social 
context. What grows out of such an exploration of self and the formation of the borderlands 
is a survival tactic that can be seen as resilience.  
 Resilience and youth. Because much of the research on resilience has been conducted 
with children and adolescents, it has primarily focused on strengths models versus deficit 
models (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Shean, 2015). Fergus and Zimmerman (2005) 
explained the differences between the three models of resilience—compensatory, protective, 
and challenge—and how these models can alter a risk factor by neutralizing it completely or 
diminishing its outcomes (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005, pp. 402–404). Scholars have debated 
whether there can be a universal list of risk factors or if resiliency factors can be associated 
with specific risks. Fergus and Zimmerman argued that resilience is not an all-encompassing 
term and that just because a youth is resilient in one aspect does not mean they will be 
resilient in all aspects, which makes it difficult to identify universal or encompassing risk 
factors since youth from different socioeconomic, ethnic, culture, gender, and age groups will 
experience resiliency differently; therefore, a universal list cannot be created (p. 405).  
 Sexual minority resilience. There is a plethora of research indicating the risk factors 





victimization (Grossman et al., 2011; Grossman et al., 2009; Hill & Gunderson, 2015; 
Mereish & Poteat, 2015; Russell, 2005). Yet, sexual minority resilience remains vastly 
understudied (Russell, 2005; Wexler et al., 2009). Russell (2005) pointed out that the 
research has rarely placed risk within a historical context, nor has it shown how risk factors 
can be applied to all adolescents regardless of sexual orientation and are therefore normative 
(p. 9). Russell (2005) also maintained that understanding normative risk factors is necessary 
to move away from the deficit model that has plagued sexual minority research and to 
recognize unique factors affecting sexual minorities. These unique factors include “coming 
out,” homophobia, psychological distress, and self-hatred; additionally, Russell (2005) 
identified specific protective factors such as social support from sexual minority peers, 
sexual health specific to same-sex partners, and high self-esteem (pp. 10–11).  
 Gender-expansive resilience. Like Russell (2005), Steiglitz (2010) noted that the 
overwhelming majority of literature regarding transgender youth is engrossed in deficit 
thinking. Steiglitz stated that one of the major resilience strategies for transgender youth 
comes in the form of social support. Singh et al. (2009) conducted a key study of gender-
expansive individuals and their lived experiences of resilience. Participants identified areas 
of resilience, including: a self-generated definition of self-identity (i.e., a way to describe 
themselves to others); self-worth (i.e., recognizing that their gender identity did not make 
them less important and did not minimize their right to live as transgender people); being 
aware of oppression and negative messages and not internalize them; creating connections 
within the community (e.g., transgender community, religious or spiritual community, etc.) 
to engender a place of belonging; and being hopeful that the future may bring with it 





 In a follow-up study, Singh and McKleroy (2011) examined the resilience of 
transgender people of color who had survived a traumatic event. Their findings were very 
similar to those found by Singh et al. (2009). In a third study conducted by Singh (2013) that 
explored how transgender youth of color negotiated oppression and found support, the 
intersectionality of racial and gender discrimination determined the resilience strategies, 
which were somewhat similar to those found in Singh’s: creating a sense of self regarding 
race/ ethnicity and gender identity that is constantly evolving; being aware of adultism 
experiences (i.e., the power and privilege that adults have over youth); self-advocacy in 
educational systems; finding where one belongs in the LGBTQQ community; and using 
social media to validate self-identity (p. 695).  
 In a more recent study, Shelton et al. (2018) investigated resilience and resistance 
among homeless transgender and gender-expansive youth (a term used by the authors) in 
response to oppression from societal structures and the dominant heteronormative narrative. 
The findings echoed many of the resilience strategies discussed previously and included—
more specific to this study—developing a sense of personal agency as well as hope for the 
future related to housing (p. 6). While little research has focused on resilience strategies 
within transgender populations, there is even less describing the resilience strategies of 
gender-expansive people of color (Follins et al., 2014).  
 Double minority resilience. Much of the current research related to LGBT people of 
color centers on mental public health as well as HIV prevention; however, there is a lack of 
research around resilience factors that are unique to understanding the intersectionality 
between race and sexuality, such as Black LGBT populations (Follins et al., 2014, p. 191). 





supportive family and community members have been shown to promote the of LGBT 
people of color. Yet, it must be noted that some LGBT people of color have faced challenges 
within the religious communities they once had close ties to; therefore, this may actually 
manifest as a stressor, not a resilience factor. Within racial and ethnic minority populations, it 
is thought that resilience strategies can also be passed down from older to younger 
generations though a process known as racial-ethnic socialization (Kuper et al., 2014). One 
reason for this is that socialization through familial or cultural relationships aids Black 
children in gaining resiliency from macroaggressions felt through racial and ethnic 
discrimination and therefore provides LGBT people of color with resilience strategies when 
facing discrimination based on sexual or gender identity (Follins et al., 2014; Kuper et al., 
2013).  
 Critiques of resilience and grit. The notion of grit has been applied to minority and 
socioeconomically disadvantaged populations to suggest that, with enough perseverance, 
these populations can alter their life course and succeed. This ideology, however, has led to 
the perpetuation of stereotypes and microaggressions, deficit-centered narratives, racialized 
pathologies, and bootstrap ideologies, without addressing the more pervasive systemic 
problems related to poverty, racism, and other biases (Bottrell, 2009; Ris, 2015; Sundquist, 
2017). Researchers have noted that youth resiliency centers on social supports (Benard, 1991; 
Berliner & Benard, 1995; Brennan, 2008). Given that this is a central tenet of youth 
resiliency, it poses a problem when applied as a theoretical framework since the literature has 
also highlighted an overall lack of supports for LGBT and gender-expansive youth, but as 
noted above, it allows for the development of resiliency through school development in the 





 Resilience as a theory that supports learning. One of the resilience strategies 
described in resilience theory that is most relevant to this study involves creating connections 
with people and forming communities. In student–student relationships, these communities 
can take the form of GSAs, which increase tolerance (Griffin et al., 2004; Nichols,1999). In 
student–teacher relationships, these communities occur within the confines of the classroom 
by training teachers in the areas of language awareness, inclusive practices, and curriculum 
(Rich & Schachter, 2012; Stufft, 2011). Student–school relationships can create overarching 
communities of support that are infused throughout the school culture (Baker et al., 1997; 
McGuire et al., 2010; Rich & Schachter, 2012). This makes schools ideal places for creating 
communities of support by increasing awareness, teaching tolerance, and acting as a gateway 
to this awareness and tolerance within the larger social context. When such communities are 
created, it is more likely that gender-expansive youth—and all other youth—will be able to 
engage fully in the educational experience. A visual representation of the theoretical 














  Understanding the lived experience of students is an essential component of 
educational research. While there is a substantial amount of research describing that 
experience, the voices of LGBT youth are often difficult to hear in the overall conversation, 
if they are heard at all. Even harder to perceive are the voices specifically describing the 
lived experience of gender-variant youth in schools. Though this study, I sought to bring 
those voices to the forefront by examining how gender-variant youth navigate schools while 
negotiating the various components of their identity and the intersections those components 
present. I also aimed to align with and add to the emerging research focusing on schooling in 
the context of identity intersectionality (Brockenbrough & Boatwright, 2013; Cruz, 2012; 
Grossman et al., 2009; Quinn, 2007; Reck, 2009). These studies have demonstrated that 
sexual minority youth are experts in their lived experience and that YPAR can be an effective 






 Historically, social environments have been too homophobic and too violent for 
people to come out and identify openly as gender expansive. However, as gender-expansive 
people of all ages talk more openly about their opposition to and identities against gender 
binaries, policies must be instituted to provide safe and equitable experiences, especially in 
schools, even if they push boundaries and lead to discomfort in those who identify as 
cisgender. While gender and sexuality are complex and are often the subjects of difficult 
conversations, they cannot be ignored or avoided because of the potential discomfort they 
may cause. The basic right to education cannot be denied to gender-expansive individuals 
simply because they do not conform to society’s views on gender. It is necessary to change 
the very structures that lead to the push out and/or fall out of gender-conforming students and 












“This past week has been nothing but ‘Is that a boy or a girl?’ said loudly behind me 
or people calling me ‘mangirl.’ It’s making school feel much more unsafe and I hate 
walking through the halls.” (Kosciw et. al., 2014, p. 22) 
 
Invisible.  Until recently, gender nonconformists have remained under a cloak of 
invisibility forced upon them by the White, Eurocentric ideology that arrived with the 
European settlers. Reports of “women-men” and “men-women” were described by European 
settlers and missionaries as deeply ingrained within the Native American tradition (Lang, 
1999, as cited in Sears, 2011, p. 108) and those traditions were forced into invisibility as 
well.  
 Invisible, even though there have been reports in medical journals, newspapers, and 
legal records since the 16th century of men and women who have “cross-lived or cross-
dressed” (McKenzie, 1994 as cited by Sears, 2011, p. 108).  
 Invisible—tucked away, hidden from view, and pushed aside to maintain patriarchal 
ideology.  
 Invisible (until recently) in most of the literature, both academic and popular, as well 





 Invisible to a society that wants to keep gender nonconformists hidden because they 
dare to challenge the dominant heteronormative culture.  
 Invisible in the lesbian, gay, and bisexual community, even though they were key 
players in the Stonewall riots, which are often considered the start of the gay liberation 
movement. Mayo (2014) noted that during these riots, gays and lesbians fought alongside 
their transgender, transsexual, and transvestite brethren against the institutional and systemic 
brutalization of the New York City Police Department (p. 26). Yet, although the Stonewall 
riots united gender and sexual nonconformists, it only did so for a short time:  
As active as transgender people have been in the struggles for gay rights, they have 
also been excluded by those in the gay rights movement seeking rights for only a 
limited, respectable appearing segment of the LGBT community. Stonewall also 
stands as a reminder that even radical movements enact exclusions. (Mayo, 2014, p. 
26) 
 Invisible—and yet that invisibility might be the only thing keeping gender 
nonconformists safe from the violence and discrimination they face in schools, on the streets, 
at home, and from strangers. Safe from homelessness, abuse, and neglect by parents.  
Young people need to navigate this paradox of simultaneous invisibility and 
hypervisibility. Abu El-Haj (2008) explored this relationship in the context of Arab 
American students, who 
struggle every day with the inevitable position that Arabs occupy in the public 
imagination as terrorists, enemies of the state, opponents of freedom and democracy, 





richly textured histories, literature, and political perspectives of their communities are 
largely absent from curriculum materials, media, and other public texts. (p. 175) 
There are important parallels that can be drawn between the experiences of racial and ethnic 
minority populations and gender-expansive populations. Abu El-Haj (2005, 2008) also 
explored how Arab youth reclaim their voice by speaking back, despite being silenced (see 
also Zakharia, 2016). These minority populations are overrepresented in negative ways, 
which can cause them physical and emotional pain. They are represented as deviants, 
reprehensible, and immoral, or, even worse, as victims who require pity. Yet, in other 
contexts that could result in positive outcomes, they are virtually nonexistent. For instance, 
they are virtually absent from curricular materials that could not only give them a sense of 
self, but also educate those within the dominant culture.  
The relative invisibility of this population within traditional academic research 
reinforced my desire to ensure that the literature review comprising this chapter was a work 
in progress. That is, the review continued to expand through further reading inspired by my 
conversations with gender-expansive youth, a population whose voices, perspectives, 
expertise, and ability to produce knowledge through those experiences have been 
marginalized. The fact that so little has been written about their perspectives, let alone their 
existence as a group in general, is a strong indication of the critical need for this research. 
In exploring representations of gender-expansive youth in the academic literature, the 
areas of research that were most prominent were: biopsychosocial factors, educational 
options, and support and resources for students within school environments. Additionally, in 
an effort to further understand and conceptualize the gender-expansive youth experience, I 





educational system and within society at large. As discussed in Chapter 1, I use gender 
expansive as an overarching term that includes those who identify as transgender and gender 
variant; however, when authors cited in this literature review use alternative terminology, I 
defer to those usages in their specific works.  
Biopsychosocial Development and Risk Factors Affecting Gender-Expansive Youth 
 Most commonly, the literature around transgender youth has explored how teachers, 
social workers, and other school personnel should interact with gender-expansive students 
(Fisher & Kennedy, 2012; Meyer et al., 2016). This research has often discussed supports for 
these youth by showing the difficulties faced by this population from a psychological 
perspective. More specifically, research has shown the increased emotional and/or mental 
health risks associated with gender-expansive students (Duncan & Hatzenbuehler, 2014; 
Eisenberg & Resnick, 2006; Fitzpatrick et al., 2005; Greytak et al., 2009; Grossman et al., 
2009; Pritchard, 2013), and behavioral outcomes of high-risk behavior such as sex work 
(Grossman & D’Augelli, 2007; Sevelius, 2013; Wilson et al., 2009), often resulting in high 
rates of HIV infection (Ghorayshi, 2017; Sevelius, 2013; Wilson et al., 2009) and 
homelessness (Cochran et al., 2002; Durso & Gates, 2012; Reck, 2009).  
 Although the majority of an individual’s neurons are developed by age 7, the 
adolescent brain focuses on developing metacognition, or one’s ability to think through 
information and make decisions. At the same time, the adolescent body is going through 
tremendous hormonal changes, and because the brain’s frontal lobe is not fully developed, it 
relies most heavily on the amygdala, the emotional center of the brain. During this period, 
adolescent social development becomes central to adolescent life. This is a time when 





identity separate from their family unit. The unparalleled complexity of adolescent 
development generally combined with the challenges that gender-expansive youth face often 
result in a time of intense individual struggle (Herbert, 2008). This struggle may produce 
what scholars have referred to as biopsychosocial risk factors because they may be attributed 
to biological, psychological, and social processes. The risks include homelessness, substance 
use and abuse, neglect, violence, and legal troubles. I address each of these risk factors in the 
following sub-sections. Given the severity and the wide range of difficulties faced by gender-
expansive youth, it is not surprising that much of the available literature relates to their 
emotional and mental health.  
Homelessness 
Some studies have examined the number of LGBT homeless youth, estimating that 
11% to 35% of homeless youth are LGBT (Cochran et al., 2002, p. 773). Also, according to 
Durso and Gates (2012), agencies that work with homeless youth have reported an increase, 
over the last 10 years, in the number of sexually and gender-expansive youth served, 
particularly agencies that serve transgender youth (p. 3). Though homelessness has many 
causes, family conflict or physical abuse were among the most common reasons cited by 
gender-expansive and sexual minority youth (Cochran et al., 2002; Durso & Gates, 2012; 
Reck, 2009).  
Substance Use and Abuse 
Adolescent use of and experimentation with illegal drugs and alcohol has been well 
documented (Swendsen et al., 2012). In 2015, the U.S. Department of Health, in conjunction 
with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, used a national school-based youth risk 





health-related behaviors. The assessment compared the number of youth nationwide, self-
identified heterosexual students, and self-identified LGBT students within the sample. Table 
1 provides a summary of the findings but only includes those who identified as either 
heterosexual or LGBT; those who indicated they were unsure of their gender identity or 
sexual orientation are not included in the table (Kann et al., 2016).  The study suggested 
clearly that the number of LGBT students engaging in substance abuse is greater than their 
heterosexual counterparts. In addition to participating in these activities, LGBT youth 
reported steeper drinking trajectories at an earlier age than their cisgender, heterosexual 
counterparts (Newcomb et al., 2012, p. 783).  
 
Table 1 







Currently drink alcohol 32.8% 32. 1% 40.5% 
Have had 5+ drinks 17.7% 17.3% 21.8% 
Have had 10+ drinks 4.3% 4.4% 3.2% 
Have used marijuana 21.7% 20.7% 32.0% 
Currently use marijuana 90.0% 91.5% 85.3% 
Used hallucinogens 6.4% 5.5% 15.7% 
Used cocaine 5.2% 4.2% 10.6% 
Used ecstasy 5.0% 4.1% 10.1% 
Used heroin 2.1% 1.3% 6.0% 
Used methamphetamines 3.0% 2.1% 10.8% 
Used prescription drugs without a 
prescription 
16.8% 15.5% 27.5% 
Used inhalants 7.0% 5.6% 17.3% 
Injected illegal drugs 1.8% 1.1% 5.4% 





Abuse and Neglect  
The literature has shown that physical and sexual abuse is more prevalent among 
sexual minorities than their heterosexual counterparts (Andersen & Blosnich, 2013). 
Although this is not a risk factor for individuals who are gender non-conforming, physical 
and sexual abuse rates are higher among gender non-conforming individuals. As reported in 
the 2004–2005 wave of the National Epidemiological Survey on Alcohol and Related 
Conditions, lesbians and gay men reported higher rates of childhood sexual abuse and neglect 
compared to their heterosexual counterparts (Andersen & Blosnich, 2013). While reviewing 
the literature related to childhood abuse among clients with gender dysphoria, Firth (2014) 
found several studies highlighting that physical and sexual abuse were more prevalent among 
people who identified as gender expansive than those who did not—ranging from 31% to 
55% of the sample (Devor, 1994; Nuttbrock et al., 2010; Veale, 2010, as cited in Firth, 2014, 
p. 299). Firth also reviewed literature reporting higher rates of emotional abuse and neglect 
among gender-expansive individuals (Bandini et al., 2011; Devor, 1994; Gehring & 
Knudson, 2005; Kersting et al., 2003; Nuttbrock et al., 2010, as cited in Firth, 2014, p. 299). 
Additionally, results of the 2011 National Survey of Midlife Development showed that 
sexual minorities were at a higher risk for emotional abuse (Andersen & Blosnich, 2013).  
Bullying and Harassment 
The effects of bullying and harassment continue long after schooling ends. These 
effects include depression and other psychological problems for victims, but also increased 
risk of criminal behavior and psychiatric disorders for the perpetrators of the abuse (Leblanc, 
2001). Those who are, or who are perceived to be, sexually or gender-expansive are often the 





gender-expansive youth were verbally harassed, and 53% were physically harassed (Greytak 
et al., 2009, p. 18). More recent GLSEN reports have indicated that 64% of gender-expansive 
youth were verbally harassed, 27% were physically harassed, and 12% were physically 
assaulted (Kosciw et al., 2012; Robers et al., 2012 as cited in Perez et al., 2013, p. 65). Not 
only those who self-identify as gender expansive youth are verbally and physically harassed; 
boys (some girls, but mostly boys) who might tiptoe near the edge of acceptable gendered 
performances of masculinity are often labeled with the “fag epithet” and experience bullying 
and harassment by peers (McCabe et al., 2013; Pascoe, 2007).  
 Technology has become a more prominent piece of daily life for many youth (Varjas 
et al., 2013, p. 28).  While there are many positive outcomes associated with technology, 
cyberbullying now constitutes one quarter of all bullying cases, and this is more poignant for 
LGBTQ youth. Malley, Posner and Potter (2008, as cited in Varjas et al., 2013, p. 29) 
maintained that one in two LGBTQ youth are victimized through cyberbullying. It is also 
important to note that teachers are just as likely as students to be homophobic and often do 
not intervene, or they place blame on the person being bullied (Pascoe, 2007; Perez et al., 
2013).  
Violence 
Violence against gender-expansive people is not confined to school environments. 
Steinmetz (2015) reported that the numbered of gender-expansive people who were 
murdered in 2015 in the United States reached a record high, with 21 murders. Additionally, 
in a review of U.S. data reported to the National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs 
(NCAVP), Stotzer (2009) detailed that reports of hate crimes with gender-expansive bias 





2006 (p. 176). The number of transgender people murdered in the United States increased to 
27 in 2016 (“These are the trans people,” 2016), stood at 27 in 2017 (“These are the trans 
people,” 2017), and as of February 9, 2018, was at four (Okma, 2018). These statistics are 
even more grim when one considers that 84% of transgender murder victims are people of 
color and 80% are women (Crunden, 2018). According to Talusan (2016),  
from 2010 to 2016, at least 111 transgender and gender-expansive Americans were 
murdered because of their gender identity, 75% of them black trans women and 
gender-expansive femmes, who identify as neither male nor female but present as 
feminine. No group under the LGBTQ umbrella faces more violence than transgender 
people, who accounted for 67% of the hate-related homicides against queer people in 
2015, according to the NCAVP. (n.p.) 
Talusan (2016) along with popular gay magazine The Advocate suggested that the actual 
number of transgender people murdered was much higher but that authorities and family 
members were unaware that the person was transgender.  
 Much of the violence toward gender-expansive individuals is associated with their 
somewhat increased visibility, especially in popular media. This visibility is due partly to the 
coming out of transgender celebrities such as Caitlyn Jenner, Laverne Cox, Alexis Arquette, 
and Lana and Lilly Wachowski. Transgender characters are also appearing more frequently 
in television, like the TLC reality series I am Jazz, featuring Jazz Jennings, Netflix’s Orange 
Is the New Black, and Amazon’s Transparent; in movies like the Danish Girl, About Ray, 
Growing up Coy; and on social media.  
The numbers showcasing the violence that gender-expansive people face echo much 





Experiences of Transgender Youth in Our Nation's Schools. If the social climate of schools 
does not change, gender-expansive youth will continue to be pushed out or fall out of the 
education system, putting them at greater risk of suicide, involvement in the judicial system, 
homelessness, and substance abuse.  
Suicide  
Worldwide, suicide is the second leading cause of death among youth and the third 
leading cause in the United States, where sexual orientation disparities are the most 
consistent psychiatric epidemiology (Duncan & Hatzenbuehler, 2014, p. 272). Studies have 
found that 30% of sexual minorities reported attempting suicide at least once, whereas 13% 
of heterosexual youth have reported attempting suicide (Safren & Heimberg, 1999, as cited 
in Fitzpatrick et al., 2005, p. 36). Fitzpatrick et al. (2005) sought to establish a correlation 
between identification as transgender and risk of suicide and concluded that those who are 
transgender are at higher risk (p. 39).  
Sex Work 
In addition to suicide risk, gender-expansive youth may engage in other forms of 
high-risk behavior such as sex work. Within the limited research around this topic, some 
have suggested that transphobia, which often leads to economic hardships, is the leading 
reason that transgender youth enter into sex work (Bole & Elifson, 1994; Nemoto et al., 
2004a, as cited in Wilson et al., 2009, p. 903). Grossman and D’Augelli (2006) also 
suggested that transgender youth are vulnerable to sex work because of school dropout 
brought on by harassment and discrimination. Involvement in sex work also increases the 





Prevention reported that the highest percentage of new HIV-positive cases were among the 
transgender population (Ghorayshi, 2017).  
School Discipline and the Law  
Disciplinary actions by school personnel has dramatically increased since the 1970s, 
with the suspension rate rising from 3.7% in 1973 to 7.4% in 2010 (Koon, 2013, p. 1). This 
increase has been in response to a wide range of infractions. The rate of disciplinary action is 
of particular relevance since research has been shown that suspensions rates are correlated 
with lower academic achievement, disengagement, and dropout. Koon (2013) highlighted a 
study conducted by the Council of State Governments that found that suspended or expelled 
students in the state of Texas were almost three times more likely to be in contact with the 
justice system than peers who were not suspended or expelled. This finding supports results 
from other previous studies showing the correlation between exclusionary school discipline 
practices and increased risk of incarceration (p. 2). Much of the literature on the 
disproportionality of office referrals, suspensions, and expulsions has focused exclusively on 
African American students (Gregory et al., 2010; Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba 
et al., 2002). In an effort to expand the current body of literature, Wallace et al. (2008) used 
nationally available, representative data to establish a correlation of school discipline with 
not only race, but also ethnicity and gender  
Even as the literature has become more comprehensive regarding discipline 
disparities, the LGBT population is still vastly underrepresented. Recent studies have shown 
that LGBT students are disproportionately disciplined compared to their heterosexual peers 
in the form of expulsion and other punitive measures (Himmelstein & Brückner, 2011; Skiba 





even more prominent when looking at the intersectionality of sexuality, gender 
nonconformity, and race (Burdge et al., 2014; Caraves; 2017).  
Skiba et al. (2003) and Wald and Losen (2003) found a direct correlation between 
discipline disproportionality and the school-to-prison pipeline. In light of this disturbing 
correlation, LGBT populations must be included in conversations about discipline 
disproportionality, especially given the relationship between school discipline, academic 
achievement, dropout, and incarceration. Skiba et al. (2014) reported that LGBT youth are 
more likely to be stopped by police than their heterosexual peers and therefore are more 
likely to be incarcerated (pp. 2–3). Additionally, because of their high levels of 
homelessness, many non-heterosexual youth engage in petty survival crimes and carry 
weapons for personal protection (Himmelstein & Brücker, 2011, p. 50). This heightened 
visibility in the legal system puts gender-expansive youth at increased risk of school 
discipline, incarceration, and encounters with the justice system.  
 Himmelstein and Brückner (2011) examined the criminal justice system and instances 
of school discipline involving non-heterosexual youth. Using data from the National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health Survey, the researchers reported that LGB youth 
were 50% more likely to be stopped and questioned by police (p. 53). These figures echoed 
findings by Polling for Justice, which reported that LGBQ youth were more likely to have a 
negative experience with the police in each of New York City’s five boroughs, with the 
greatest negative interactions between LGBQ youth and police occurring in the Bronx and 
Brooklyn (Fox, 2014, p. 65). Polling for Justice is a derivative of the Public Science Project, 
an organization that brings together New York City youth, advocates, and the Graduate 





action research to “assess urban youth experiences of education, health (including sexual and 
reproductive), criminal justice and policing in their schools, on the streets and on mass transit 
in the five boroughs of New York City” (Public Science Project, n.d.). 
Himmelstein and Brückner (2011) also reported that non-heterosexual youths are 
more likely to be referred to the justice system by family members through the Child 
Requiring Assistance (CRA; formally known as Child in Need of Supervision, or CHINS) or 
Person in Need of Supervision (PINS) provisions (p. 50). That the gender-expansive 
population is absent from Himmelstein and Brückner’s study is a limitation acknowledged by 
the authors. However, they suggest that because gender nonconformity is often seen in non-
heterosexual populations, a person’s gender identity contributes to the disproportionality 
regarding LGBT youth and the school-to-prison pipeline (p. 55).  
 One notable observation that has emerged from the few studies that have analyzed 
gender nonconformity, discipline disproportionality, and the school-to-prison pipeline is that 
in schools and in the justice system, gender-expansive girls are disciplined with harsher and 
longer punishments and sentences (Caraves, 2017, p. 4) and at a higher rate than their male 
peers (Burdge et al., 2014; Caraves; 2017; Himmelstein & Brückner, 2011; Skiba et al., 
2014). Caraves (2017) stated, 
Women and girls who act outside the hegemonic notions of “womanhood”—often 
stereotyped as warm, nurturing, compassionate, passive and receptive (Nunda, 2012; 
Richie, 1996, 2012) and I would add cisgender and heterosexual—frequently endure 
harsher and more serious punishments in both the legal and educational systems 





The literature shows that when people break unspoken rules and perform gender differently 
than what is set forth by society or step outside of the roles prescribed for them, they will be 
punished in an effort to break them and force them to conform to expectations.  
Support and Resources in Education 
 Supports and resources within schools will depend on multiple factors including 
where the school is located and what the state transgender policies in place. Grinberg (2015) 
reported for CNN reports that “Massachusetts and California are among the growing number 
of states with strong legal protections for transgender and gender expansive students” (n.p.). 
Given that I am in Massachusetts and that it is a state with high levels of protections for 
gender expansive youth I hope that my research to be able to shed light on what protections 
are in place, but more importantly if the students know what their protections are, and if/how 
these protections are being enacted by their schools.  
An Act Relative to Gender Identity 
On July 1, 2012, Massachusetts enacted An Act Relative to Gender Identity as part of 
Chapter 199 of the state’s bylaws, prohibiting discrimination based on gender identity against 
students who enroll or attend public schools. The act states, “No person shall be excluded 
from or discriminated against in admission to a public school of any town, or in obtaining 
advantages, privileges and courses of study of such public school on account of race, color, 
sex, gender identity, religion, national origin or sexual orientation” (An Act Relative to 
Gender Identity, 2012). The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education (MA DESE) states that determining a student’s gender is a simple process: The 
student merely needs to state to the school that their gender identity is different from that of 





student’s parents, doctor, school staff member, clergy member, or friend; however, no 
evidence or documentation of hormonal or surgical transitioning is required or needed in 
order for the student’s gender identity to be recognized by the school.  
“Best Practices” Against Bullying  
The literature has highlighted the victimization of gender-expansive students and has 
proposed “best practices” that enable educators and other adults to help support students by 
countering bullying and discrimination (Meyer et al., 2016; Swanson & Gettinger, 2016). 
The United Nations Educational and Scientific and Cultural Organization (2011) offered the 
following as best practices: changing current policy at the local and regional levels to be 
more accepting of sexual minorities and gender nonconformity; adding LGBT materials and 
curriculum; training and support for staff and students; and community involvement. In 
addition to best practices for K–12 schools, researchers have proposed best practices, 
resources and supports for colleges which includes creating social networks (Dugan et al., 
2012; Linley et al., 2016; Pryor, 2015).  
Bathroom and Locker Room Policies 
Within its Nondiscrimination on the Basis of Gender Identity guidelines, MA DESE 
has an explicit policy regarding restrooms and locker rooms. Locker room and bathroom 
policies have been at the center of much of the recent academic literature (Scout, 2016; 
Seelman, 2014; Weiss, 2013) since the binary conceptualization of gender is reinforced in 
these spaces. As a result, locker rooms and bathrooms are often where transgender 
individuals face the most harassment and violence (Beemyn, 200,5 as cited in Seelman, 
2014, p. 7). Though data regarding areas of hostility has forced many colleges and 





less likely to do so. This is due in part to the Obama Administration’s interpretation of Title 
IX, which afforded rights to transgender youth in public schools and which was swiftly 
rescinded by Trump a mere 6 weeks after taking office (deVogue et al., 2017). This has put 
gender-expansive youth at further risk in schools. Within Massachusetts public schools, MA 
DESE requires principals to discuss student access to school facilities with students and 
parents. That is, it is the responsibility of the principal to inform parents and students that 
they have access to all of the facilities that correspond to the gender with which the student 
identifies. If the student is uncomfortable with this, they must be provided a “safe and 
adequate alternative,” which may include a single restroom or the nurse’s restroom.  
Sports and Extracurricular Activities 
Regarding athletics and other activities, all students must be allowed to participate in 
ways that reinforce their gender identity (An Act Relative to Gender Identity, 2012). This 
policy entitles every student enrolled in a public school in Massachusetts to participate on a 
team according to the gender with which they identify. In Massachusetts, high school 
athletics are governed by the Massachusetts Interscholastic Athletic Association (MIAA), 
which, as of 2015, governed 378 schools and had 230,664 athletes who competed in 33 
sports (MIAA, 2015). MIAA policy promotes equal opportunity for transgender student 
athletes and holds that transgender student athletes may participate in MIAA athletic 
programs consistent with their gender identity. That said, MIAA policy defers the 
determination of a student’s gender to the school which the student attends. The MIAA 
policy is very inclusive and not only allows all students to not only participate in athletics 
and other extracurricular activities according to their identified gender, but also goes to great 





in the educational process at all public K–12 institutions. However, given that the MIAA 
places responsibility for the determination of gender on school and that the MIAA does have 
private and religiously based schools as part of its consortium, transgender students at these 
institutions may still be discriminated against. Policies alone are not enough; they must be 
enacted and enforced.  
 Gay-Straight Alliances 
The relevant literature around school systems has focused on how different support 
groups, including Gay-Straight Alliances, or GSAs can be used to support non-heterosexual 
youth (Marx & Kettrey, 2016; McCormick et al., 2015; Toomey et al., 2011; Toomey & 
Russell, 2013). In schools with an active GSA, students often report fewer instances of 
homophobic and transphobic comments, fewer instances of victimization, and stronger 
feelings of connection to the school, as well as an increase in academic and social 
achievements (Toomey et al., 2011, p. 176). Some researchers have posited that this is 
because the establishment of these groups helps foster a culture of tolerance and inclusivity, 
allowing youth to be engaged in and form connections to the educational system 
(McCormick et al., 2015, p. 72).  
Supports by Teachers  
Within traditional school systems, teachers who work with or interact with gender-
expansive youth should aim to develop more student-centered and flexible curricula; promote 
interdisciplinary and project-based learning; model and promote creativity; establish 
restorative justice programs; remove sex-segregated activities; and integrate discussions of 
gender diversity throughout the curriculum (Meyer et al., 2016, pp. 37–38). Fisher and 





about LGBT identity development and the unique psychological challenges these students 
face compared to their heteronormative peers. Additionally, they suggested that counselors 
learn how to help students disclose their identities and navigate crises that arise because of 
that disclosure, and how to help students who may become suicidal as a result of their gender 
identity.  
Gay High Schools and Other Initiatives 
 As society becomes more socially aware of the dangers, trials, and challenges that 
LGBT youth face within the context of schooling, there must be measures in place that 
safeguard these students from bullying and other dangerous situations that impede their 
ability to succeed academically. Additionally, school districts need to be aware of the 
bullying and safety concerns of these students and also take them seriously. The American 
Civil Liberties Union summarized eight court cases between 1998 and 2003 that ruled in 
favor of LGBT youth at a financial cost ranging from $130,000 to $451,000. Likewise, a 
federal appeals court ruled in 2003 that schools can be held liable for not ending or 
intervening in the harassment of students (Bethard, 2004).  
School Climate, Dropout, and LGBT Students  
In 2013, GLSEN released a school climate report describing the experiences of gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender students in U.S. schools. The report illuminated the level 
of bullying, discrimination, and hostility faced by LGBT students not only from peers, but 
also from teachers and staff who did not intervene on their behalf. According to the report, 
55.2% of transgender students were verbally harassed, 22.7% were physically harassed, and 
11.4% were physically assaulted because of their gender expression (Kosciw et al., 2012, p. 





who experienced this harassment or assault on school grounds did not report the incident to 
school staff. Of those who did report the incident, an overwhelming 61.6% indicated that 
school staff did nothing in response (Kosciw et al., 2012, p. xvii). Related to the 
victimization that transgender students face, many LGBT students also report missing school 
as a result of feeling unsafe in their academic environment (Greytak et al., 2009; Grossman et 
al, 2009; Massachusetts Commission on LGBTQ Youth, 2013; Russell et al., 2011), leading 
to poor academic performance, increased discipline, and increased dropout rates.  
There is a significant body of literature on dropout. Within the capitalist system, of 
which the United States is a major proponent, the dropout phenomenon is often studied 
because of its relationship to economics (Rumberger, 2011; Sum et al., 2009; Sum & 
Harrington, 2003). High school dropouts not only earn less than high school graduates, but 
are also more likely to be unemployed (Rumberger, 2011; Sum et al., 2009; Sum & 
Harrington, 2003). Given high unemployment rates, high school dropouts contribute less to 
the local, state, and national economies (Freeman & Simonsen, 2015; Gasper et al., 2012). 
According to Rumberger and Rotermund (2012), high school dropouts are also more likely to 
require public assistance. In addition to earning less and requiring more assistance, dropouts 
have been found to engage in unlawful activities or be incarcerated at higher rates than those 
who complete high school (Pettit & Western, 2004; Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012). 
Finally, dropouts have been found to have poorer health (Freudenberg & Ruglis, 2007; 
Ruglis, 2011). These outcomes have spurred the race to minimize dropout since it has been 
estimated that the cost per dropout is $260,000 annually (Rouse, 2005, as cited in Gasper et 
al., 2012) and that cutting the number of dropouts in a single cohort by half would generate 





Rotermund, 2012). Additionally, much of the literature around dropout has focused on 
comparing dropout rates of people of different races and socioeconomic statuses (Bradley & 
Renzulli, 2011; Dropout Status Report, 2017; Freeman & Simonsen, 2015; Gasper et al., 
2012; National Center for Education Statistics, 2017; Stark & Noel, 2015) and not dropout 
due to gender nonconformity. It is critical that educational researchers study this particular 
population to bring their struggles to the forefront of both academic and public 
consciousness.  
Several initiatives have sought to engage LGBT students in the educational process. 
One of these initiatives involves the establishment, by school districts, of what are known as 
“gay high schools.” Three of these schools currently operating include the Harvey Milk 
School in New York City; Pride School in Atlanta; and the Alliance School in Milwaukee. 
Other initiatives include Project 10, part of the Los Angeles Unified School District 
(LAUSD).  
Gay High Schools 
The Alliance School in Milwaukee is a small charter school that, while not catering 
solely to LGBT youth, was the first school in the United States founded on a mission of 
reducing bullying (http://www5.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/school/alliance). The Pride School, in 
Atlanta, is a private school whose mission is to “provide LGBTQQIAA* educators, students 
and families a rigorous and fun learning environment, free of homophobia and transphobia” 
(Pride School, 2018). The Harvey Milk School was the first school created to give LGBT 
youth a safe environment in which to succeed academically and socially. Hantzopoulos 
(2008) conducted a comprehensive research project exploring the benefits of critical small 





justice that is driven by the interests and identities of students and teachers. The mission of 
the Coalition of Essential Schools is to open and maintain such critical schools. The coalition 
is “a national educational reform organization dedicated to transforming American public 
education so that every child in every neighborhood, regardless of race or class, attends a 
small, intellectually challenging, personalized school” (Coalition of Essential Schools, n.d., 
as cited in Hantzopoulos &Tyner-Mullings, 2012, p. xxviii). While at their core these schools 
focus explicitly on student identity, sexual and gender identities are noticeably absent.  
The Harvey Milk School is what is known in New York City as a transfer school. 
Transfer schools are public schools designed to “re-engage and support students who have 
dropped out or who have fallen behind” (New York City Department of Education, 2012). 
Although the Harvey Milk School caters to LGBT students, it does not discriminate against 
those who do not identify as LGBT. Given that an overwhelming number of LGBT students 
are ostracized and are victims of violence, this school offers a safe haven for them to express 
their sexual orientation and their gender expression, while still conforming to the guidelines 
and expectations of the New York City Department of Education.  
 The Harvey Milk School works in a partnership with the Hetrick-Martin Institute 
(HMI), a social services agency that offers a series of afterschool programs offering students 
help with academic subjects through tutoring, college and career readiness, and other 
activities designed to showcase gay educational subjects (Colopinto, 2003). Most of the 
students at Harvey Milk live at or below the poverty line, and approximately 20% are 
homeless or live with someone other than a biological parent (Colopinto, 2003). In light of 





most students enrolled in the school are 2 to 3 years behind academically and do not graduate 
until they are 21 years old (Colopinto, 2003).  
 There are many critics of the Harvey Milk School, perhaps most notable among them 
conservative New York State Senator Ruben Diaz, an evangelical minister from the Bronx. 
Diaz, with support from the Liberty Counsel, a Florida-based nonprofit litigation group 
inspired by evangelical causes, sued the City of New York in order to revoke the $3.2 million 
in taxpayer funding spend on the Harvey Milk School. Diaz and his group accused the 
Harvey Milk School of violating New York’s sexual-bias laws and wasting city money 
(Colopinto, 2003). The school has also been critiqued by members of the LGBT community 
who argue that gay high schools like Harvey Milk are only used to segregate the LGBT 
population from the mainstream population. Gay advocate Rick Garcia stated that  
if we create “Homo High,” we don't have to prohibit this behavior [i.e., bullying and 
violence against LGBT students] in other schools…. The reality is, we have to live as 
neighbors. We have to learn to tolerate one another, if not accept one another. All our 
kids should be safe in all our schools; segregation is not the answer. (Kilman, 2010, p. 
37)  
Other gay advocates feel that LGBTQ students need to feel safe now; they cannot wait for 
the time when “our educational system [is rid] of anti-LGBTQ language and physical 
violence” (Fountain, 2003, n.p.). Paul Moore, a teacher at the Alliance School, a gay high 
school in Milwaukee, said that “trying to fix a problem like bullying by forcing students to 
go through a bad experience is a bad approach” (Calefati, 2015). Jonathan Turley, a professor 
of constitutional law at George Washington University, argued that the bullies are the ones 





homosexuality or even condone it, they do need to understand that their beliefs and behaviors 
cannot revert to violence or harassment. He argued that schools like Harvey Milk “create this 
idea that gay and lesbian students are somehow different, needing special protections, some 
type of insular, special class that can’t stand for their own rights” (Colopinto, 2003, n.p.). In 
other words, they position LGBT youth as victims.  
 In addition to personal critiques, some have raised concerns about the legality of 
schools like Harvey Milk, especially when looking at them through the lens of Brown v. 
Board of Education and the Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 1972 (Hedlund, 2004, p. 
425). The legal literature appears to be split as to whether the Harvey Milk School is in 
violation of the law (Brittenham, 2004; Hedlund, 2004) or in compliance with it (Bethard, 
2004; Mayes, 2006; Zirkel, 2006). Those who think the school is violating the law have 
argued that allowing such schools to exist perpetuates the idea that hostility justifies 
segregation (Brittenham, 2004, p. 904). Additionally, although theoretically all students can 
apply to the school, the school accepts students through parent and teacher referrals; 
therefore, some have argued that heterosexual students have unequal access (Hedlund, 2004, 
p. 430). Mayes (2006) stated that the “toxic heterosexist atmosphere in public education 
would certainly provide a constitutionally acceptable reason for establishing a separate 
educational environment dedicated to educating sexual minority students” (p. 343) and that 
applying the Brown analogy here would in fact continue to perpetuate the heteronormative 
and heterosexual privilege (p. 343).  
Project 10 
In direct contrast to pullout programs that act as independent schools, the Los 





was created by high school counselor Virginia Uribe as an initiative intended to lower the 
dropout rate of gay and lesbian youth in Fairfax High School, a school within the LAUSD. In 
an interview with the Los Angeles Times, Uribe said,  
Every young person has a right to a sense of self-respect and dignity. In public 
education we serve the needs of all our students. Some are gay and lesbian, and we 
need to serve them too. We're supposed to be teaching them to live in an increasingly 
diverse society. This shouldn't be a place where prejudice is fostered. It's where 
discrimination should be fought. (as cited in Friends of Project 10, n.d.) 
Since its inception in 1984, Project 10 has expanded to almost all LAUSD high schools and  
many of their middle schools, and has been a model for gay and lesbian initiatives 
nationwide (Friends of Project 10, n.d.). Given that the needs of schools are as varied as the 
students they are designed to serve, Project 10 comprises four areas of focus: education, 
school safety, dropout prevention, and support services (Rofes, 1989, p. 447). Within the 
LAUSD, Project 10 provides educational and support services to all sexual minority youth as 
well as transgender and questioning students. As part of its support services, Project 10 has 
IMPACT-trained facilitators who provide “a ‘safe zone’ for discussions of ‘coming out’ 
issues, school harassment, family relationships, health concerns, and self-empowerment” 
(Project 10, n.d., n.p.), drop-in counseling, and peer counseling groups (Rofes, 1989, p. 447). 
Additionally, Project 10 provides other services, including building awareness and 
knowledge around HIV/AIDS, STDs, teenage pregnancy prevention, and substance abuse for 
staff, students, parents, and community populations (Project 10, n.d.).  
 There are many benefits to having a separate high school for LGBT youth, especially 





critiques by LGBT advocates these students will not be able to build the resiliency needed in 
order to survive within the dominant culture if they are removed from traditional school 
settings. Initiatives like Project 10 that are built within the school district are not easily 
created or sustained without the right climate, personnel, and driving force behind it. The 
purpose of this study was for gender-expansive youth to be part of the conversations around 
what they thought could help create a safe educational experience that might translate into a 
healthy and successful adult life.  
Limitations in the Literature 
 One of the main limitations in the literature is the research community’s inclusion of 
gender nonconformity in its academic scholarship on sexual identity. In fact, very few studies 
on LGBT students have actually included transgender youth as a part of the research, or they 
have been underrepresented within participant samples (Cochran et al., 2002; Toomey et al., 
2010). Within the literature, gender-expansive youth are even more underrepresented. The 
research community must begin looking at gender nonconformity separately from sexual 
identity, since sexuality and gender are two unique identities.  
 The greatest gap, as stated earlier, centers on the lack of empirical data, outside of 
school climate reports, related specifically to high school (or younger) gender-expansive 
students. This lack of data could be due to the relative newness of this topic or because of a 
possible stigma related to this topic. Additionally, conversations about gender-expansive 
youth of color specifically, as well as gender-expansive teachers, are severely lacking. Also, 
another area of focus around gender-expansive youth that deserves deeper exploration relates 
to the high rates of criminalization and school suspensions among these youth, as well as 





such gaps in the research through action, and because of its cyclical nature it can address the 
many ideations of those gaps.  
Conclusion 
 Education is often seen as a panacea for all societal problems, and even though 
Murphy (2009), among others, have showed that this is hardly the case, this monolithic 
burden is still foisted upon the educational system. This literature review highlights many of 
the adversities that gender-expansive youth face, from biopsychosocial factors, 
disproportionality in the legal system, and institutionalized homophobia and transphobia, to 
name only a few. Minority stress theory and embodiment theory help researchers and 
practitioners understand the stressors that gender-expansive youth experience as they interact 
with the heteronormative environment, as well as the tremendous developmental challenges 
they face which can lead to increased risk factors. Yet, despite the hardships endured by 
gender-expansive youth, they survive: They may be battered and bruised, but they are 
resilient. This speaks volumes about what they can achieve with the right supports.  
 It is the duty of school administrators, policymakers, educators, and educational 
researchers to ensure that schools are part of the support system that gender-expansive youth 
need, rather than part of the problem. The only people who can tell decision makers 
stakeholders what schools can do be supportive are gender-expansive youth themselves. 
They are the experts of their own lived experience, and they are in a position to share and 
create knowledge through participatory action research that sheds light on homophobic, 
transphobic, and heteronormative education policies and practices. That knowledge can in 
turn be used to determine the extent to which policies and practices lead to lack of support 









THE POWER OF A STORY 
 
We learn about education from thinking about life, and we learn about life from 
thinking about education. (Clandinin & Connolly, 2000, p. xxiv) 
 
When I was designing this study in 2017–2018, I had been a teacher for 15 years in 
the same school district. I had always prided myself on being the teacher who could teach 
any and all students but, just as importantly, could learn from them; the teacher who could 
offer guidance and support while withholding judgement; the teacher who was passionate 
about the subject matter and about the art of teaching itself. I taught at a school whose motto 
was “Where it’s a great day to be a boxer” (the latter being the school’s mascot), and up until 
recently, I truly believed this was true. With my parents moving the family around a lot 
during my childhood, I never wanted to put down roots, but this school became the first place 
where I had felt at home. The school had been my home and my students my family. I never 
wanted to leave this school district; however, a series of incidents made me feel disillusioned, 
and I could only take these incidents personally. It was as if my entire belief structure was 
shattered as I realized that maybe my district, my home, was not the right place for me after 





Now, more than ever, gender-expansive populations are being pushed into the 
spotlight and, as a result, face increased discrimination from the dominant mysogynistic 
heteropatriarchal culture. While I was still working in my previous district, in an effort to 
follow guidelines and recommendations put forth by the Massachusetts Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education (2017a) to be more inclusive while attempting to 
dismantle gendered practices in schools, the teachers in the school put forth an idea to the 
then-senior class about making our graduation gowns one color instead of the traditional blue 
for boys and white for girls. The remarks made by the seniors in response to the proposal as 
well as subsequent emails and phone calls from parents were not positive. The following is 
an example of one email I received: 
Why the hell do you want to ruin everyone's graduation next year and the following 
years? Why do you want to change the graduation gowns? Just because a couple of 
mentally ill students feel “triggered” or “oppressed” by gendered gowns doesn't 
mean the rest have to suffer. If a girl wants to wear a blue one, let them! If a guy 
wants to wear a white one, good for him, let him. But why the hell do you feel the 
need to eliminate the choice from the students? You need to get off your power trip, 
we are high school kids, we only get one graduation, and you want to ruin it.  
I doubt I'll get a response, knowing you, you are too much of a coward to 
respond, and I know people will be getting called down to the office for this. Want 
me to save you the effort and forward this to Smith & Johnson? 
Once the superintendent found out what the teachers were asking students, he told the 





committee first. The principal then decided that he did not want to bring it to the school 
committee at that point.  
That year, several of my students identified as transgender but, because of difficulties 
at home, were not yet out to all family members. These students expressed discomfort at 
having to wear the “wrong colored” gown at graduation, and my heart broke for them. I 
discussed this with the principal, and though he said he felt very empathetic toward these 
students, he did not feel like now was the “right time” to do anything about this. This begged 
the question, “If not now, when?” When is it the right time to stand up for youth who are 
continuously silenced by pedagogy, curriculum, the institution of schooling itself, and society 
at large?  
Research Question 
This incident described in the inroduction coincided with my own journey of self-
discovery, and though this expereince and the countless stories from my students, I decided 
that now is the time. The Reverend Desmond Tutu said it best:  
If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the oppressor. 
If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and you say that you are neutral, the 
mouse will not appreciate your neutrality. (Brown, 1984, p. 19).  
I no longer wanted to be neutral; I no longer wanted to side with the oppressor; I no longer 
wanted to be the teacher or person who accepts that “now is not the right time.” I could no 
longer sit idly by and condone the patriarchal, Eurocentric, heteronormative, and transphobic 
practices so ingrained within the institution of education.  
This particular incident was just one of many that occurred while I was at that school, 





can be viewed through the lens of Butler’s (1988) gender performativity theory, which, in 
this context, relates to the performance of gender by students, teachers, and staff in schools. 
From these experiences emerged a central question that I ultimately explored through this 
study: How do high school-aged gender-expansive youth experience their educational 
settings and schooling practices within their particular school contexts? 
Using the latter question as a guide, I sought to examine how different high schools 
engaged gender-expansive youth. I recruited youth, both gender-expansive and cisgender, to 
join me as co-researchers on a collaborative and participatory action research (PAR) team 
that devised ways to look at more specific aspects of the educational system and schooling 
practices, including biopsychosocial development, safety, discipline, dropout statistics, ther 
engagement of the school community and the curriculum with gender-expansive youth, and 
other components of education deemed important by the team members. The co-researchers 
raised additional questions that offered insight into the social and ideological manifestations 
of the educational process for this marginalized population. Additionally, the team offered 
suggestions on how school administrators could effectively address areas of concern 
identified by the co-researchers.  
 This chapter begins with a reflection on my positionality as a researcher and a 
description of the paradigm under which I operated, followed by an explantion of my reasons 
for choosing PAR as my study’s epistemology and research approach. I also discuss and 
offer a justificaiton for my research methodology. This chapter concludes with a description 






Reviewing the relevant literature, having conversations with students regarding social 
justice and equality, and identifying my personal privilege (or lack thereof) gave me 
opportunities for engagement in my own journey of self-discovery. Reading the statistics and 
reflecting on the stories of gender-expansive students gave me new perspective on my own 
story of gender nonconformity, which until then I had suppressed. For as long as I can 
remember, I have received dirty looks from women as they tell me I am in the wrong 
bathroom; I have been asked why I do not dress or act the way all the other girls do; I have 
been made to feel that my self-expression is wrong, strange, or, even worse, abnormal. I had 
always attributed those feelings to my sexuality and never thought that they could also be due 
to nonconformity with the social expectations surrounding gender. My own personal journey 
led to periods of homelessness, when I bounced from couch to couch, and to substance abuse 
issues that still haunt me today. I recognized early in life that an education was the only way 
I was ever going to be free to live my life in the way I wanted. While my research focused 
specifically on gender-expansive students and their lived experiences with schools and 
schooling processes, and the factors that lead to academic achievement, I hope the results of 
this study will benefit a far broader range of minoritized individuals.  
As Patel (2015) explained, “How Black-on-Black violence is understood, for 
example, through the theoretical lenses of intersectional and settler colonial theories would 
be subtly and yet substantively different than mainstream narratives afford” (p. 60). Gender 
expansiveness is typically viewed through a deficit lens by mainstream researchers seeking 
mainly to discuss risk factors. Many researchers have failed to see and take advantage of the 





informed by their personal experience, to tell their stories. This failure to give voice to 
storytellers is another way to perpetuate the marginalization of minoritized populations and 
further silence their knowledge production.  
Research Paradigm 
Paradigms are philosophical positions or assumptions held by researchers and are 
based on ontological, epistemological, methodological and axiological values and 
assumptions (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). My research methodology was situated in the 
transformative paradigm. The term transformative can be used to denote “a family of 
research designs influenced by various philosophies and theories with a common theme of 
emancipating and transforming communities through group action” (Mertens, 2010a, as cited 
in Chilisa, 2012, p. 35). Through my research, I hoped to illumiunate how gender-expansive 
youth experienced education and to engage in social justice by disavowing the deficit-based 
thinking of educational researchers, and society at large, regarding gender-expansive youth. 
The media portrayal of people who are gender expansive has been consistently reductionist, 
stereotyping them as sexualized and perverse; consequently, this is how they are often 
perceived by everyday people. Serano (2013) commented that the media has generally 
portrayed trans women as falling within two categories: the “‘deceptive transsexual’ or the 
‘pathetic transsexual’” (p. 227). Serano also pointed out that the deceptive transsexual 
generally plays the role of a sexual predator who is able to fool innocent men to fall for her 
(p. 227). The notion of trans women as sexual deviants and lurers of men can be seen most 
poignantly in the 2003 There’s Something About Miriam, a dating reality show in which six 
men tried to woo Mexican model Miriam but were not told she was a trans woman until the 





The purpose of transformative research is to “destroy myths, illusions, and false 
knowledge systems and therefore empower people to act to transform society” (Chilisa, 
2012, p. 36), and the goal of my research project fit within this paradigm. Such research can 
lead to transformations on many levels. They can occur through the acquisition of knowledge 
and include the transformation of individuals, communities, and social and cultural values. In 
this study, hearing the real stories of gender-expansive youth helped dispel the negative 
portrayal of those who identify as gender expansive while foregrounding the lived realities of 
the gender-expansive youth who participated in the research.   
Within the transformative paradigm, Mertens (2012) described basic beliefs related to 
each primary assumption. The ontological assumption within the transformative paradigm is 
that reality is a social construct. The key difference between the transformative and symbolic 
interpretation is that the former takes into account the power dynamics existing between 
different stakeholders within the research (i.e., researcher, participants, community 
organizations, etc.). These power dynamics can result in some of the stakeholders having 
more or less of a say in major decision making about the research. This is seen throughout 
the literature in many previous research studies, in which participants serving as subjects of 
research, their voice masked or silenced by the researcher and their agenda. Within the realm 
of gender expansiveness, this masking is evidenced by the literature’s reaffirmation of the 
deficit model often associated with minority populations (Russell, 2005). Questions raised by 
the ontological assumptions of the transformative paradigm include: How is reality defined, 
and by whom? Whose reality is given privilege? What are the social justice implications of 
accepting a reality without critically analyzing the power dynamic (or dynamics) of those 





Epistemologically, the transformative paradigm examines the power dynamics and 
privilege between the researcher and the community being researched. One way to address 
these power dynamics is to include the community in the research process and create 
partnerships (Mertens, 2007). These partnerships will naturally bring power differentials to 
the surface and can also help develop trust between the researcher and the community.  
Methodologically, the transformative paradigm leads, potentially, to a cyclical model 
that enables the researcher and community partners to continually transform community 
members from spectators of the research to more active participants in it (Mertens, 2008). 
More specifically, Mertens (2008) explained that the transformative methodology is cyclical 
for two reasons—first, because it relies on data collected during the research to inform future 
research methodology, and second, because ongoing relationships with the community help 
inform the that methodology. In advocating for a critical analysis of power dynamics that 
evolve during the research process and for engagement in a cyclical model of research, 
Mertens recommended that researchers conduct mixed-methods research. By contrast, as 
Mertens (2007) argued, “the use of a single method to determine the need for social changes 
(as in focusing a research study) can yield misleading results” (p. 214). Additionally, Mertens 
(2007) maintained that  
devising mixed methods to obtain input into the conditions that warrant conduct of 
research, opportunities are opened for those whose voices are traditionally silenced. 
Hence, the reason we need good mixed methods research is that there are real lives at 
stake that are being determined by those in power. (p. 214)  
Methodologically, Mertens suggested that participatory methods can be transformative as 





Practical participation is characterized by the involvement of participants such as program 
directors and staff. Transformative participatory inquiries are commensurate with the 
principles of the transformative paradigm” (p. 220).  
Axiological assumptions within the transformative paradigm take into account the 
ethics related to social justice and give voice to those most likely to be silenced. Within my 
research, I achieved this through the action phase of the PAR process. As the process 
progressed, the action component took place several times. Figure 2 represents the cyclical 
process of PAR and illustrates the moments when action can be achieved.  
 
Figure 2 







This research was significant in relation to what Marshall and Rossman (2014) called 
social issues and action since it “illuminate[d] lived experiences of interest by providing rich 
description and … foster[ing] action” (p. 37). The actions were social justice-oriented and 
gave co-researchers an opportunity to take back their voice. Actions that took place 
throughout the process included open and honest conversations between school-based nurses, 
school counselors and co-researchers.  
As a result of the interviews during both the focus groups and the Q-sorts, co-
researchers noticed that a lot of young people voiced concerns about the minimal support 
they received from school nurses and guidance counselors. Consequently, co-researchers 
wanted to have open dialogues with these groups of school-based staff to discuss what they 
had found in the research. These data-driven dialogues first started with zoom conversations 
with the individual district directors and then with school nurses and counselors seperately. 
Co-researchers asked for these meetings and so I reached out to the directors. As a co-
researcher team we had a one-hour meeting with both the nursing and school counseling 
department heads.  After our initial meetings, the directors allowed us to attend a staff 
meeting. The nursing department meeting was comprised of all 12 nurses that service the 
district K-12. At the school counseling meeting the all 6 high school counseling staff 
members were present. Prior to these staff meetings, students and staff had miscinceptions 
about each other that these open discussions allowed us to dispel. For example, co-
researchers did not believe that nurses were trained in gender expansive issues. The nursing 
director informed us that Mass General and Boston Children’s Hospital offer several 
professional development seminars per year that school districts nurses can attend. Many of 





their nurse practitioner curriculum. In addition to both students and staff having a deeper 
understanding of each others’ needs and concerns, action items that came out of these 
conversations included the future creation of a “frequently asked questions” document that 
will help gender expansive youth to navigate these offices as well as how to change your 
name on email, rosters, etc. The FAQ is a document that is currently in the high school’s 
nurse’s and the counseling department office where they can offer it to young people who 
come to see them who may have disclosed their gender identity. The goal is to have this 
document posted on the school’s website so that it is available to a greater number of 
students.  At the time of this writing, this has not yet been implemented. 
Other actions included one professional development presentation that I conducted as 
a school administrator to district faculty and school administrators in the district I work in. 
Approximately 500 faculty and staff attended this presentation. During this presentation the 
data surrounding how youth feel tolerated but not supported was emphasized along with 
examples from that data that showed how this daily absence of support manifested.   
Following the larger group presentation there was a small breakout session where teachers 
were able to have smaller discussions about their practice and how gender identity was 
discussed, or avoided in their individual disciplines and how they as individulas could make 
young people feel more comfortable. Given the large number of faculty and staff and the 
limited number of co-researchers, the co-researcher team developed a series of sentence 
starters so that staff could lead themselves through these conversations. Examples of 
conversation starters included “When I misgender a student I feel…”; “I think an appropriate 
age to discuss gender identity is…because…”; “I would like to know more about…with 





The transformative paradigm aligned very well with this research study as it gave a 
voice to gender-expansive youth who had been silenced or pushed aside, allowing them to 
remain central to and within the research design. Indeed, the goal of this research was to 
allow young people to tell their stories about their experiences with education and schools. 
These are stories that can teach the dominant heteronormative, transphobic community who 
gender-expansive youth are and how they experience education.  
My study comprised phenomenological research and relied on “participants’ views of 
the situation being studied” (Creswell, 2003, p. 9). In line with the transformative paradigm, 
the study was participatory and addressed social issues; the research questions were 
intertwined with politics and a political agenda, as well as a reform agenda designed to 
“change the lives of the participants, the institutions in which the individuals work or live, 
and the researchers life” (Creswell, 2003, pp. 9–10). Additionally, Chilisa (2012) noted that 
transformative data collection draws from Indigenous knowledge systems, which align well 
with visual collection methods. Research has been done with indigenous people through the 
use of the visual method photovoice (Bennett et.al, 2019; Lykes 2001, 2010) 
Research Design 
Participatory Action Research as an Epistemology 
 Participatory action research is the offspring of the praxis of many revolutionary 
thinkers in multiple disciplines—for example, Freire (2000) within education; Fals-Borda 
(1987) and Rahman (1985) within postcolonial studies; and Lewin (1946) within psychology. 
Although PAR descends from multiple disciplines and philosophical ideologies, the spirit of 





Research is a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical 
knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory 
worldview which we believe is emerging at this historical moment. It seeks to bring 
together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the 
pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more 
generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities. (p. 1)  
Martín-Baró, philosopher, social psychologist, and pioneer of liberation psychology, put 
forth an outline for liberation psychology stating that “researchers must challenge the designs 
of their studies to answer questions about the purpose of research, who benefits, who is made 
vulnerable, and how it might facilitate social transformation”; furthermore, “he put forth a 
science of the oppressed rather than for the oppressed that designs research from the 
perspective of those most impacted by injustice” (as cited by Torre et al., 2012, p. 10).  
Participatory action research represents “a transformative orientation to knowledge 
creation in that action researchers seek to take knowledge production beyond the gate-
keeping to professional knowledge makers” (Bradbury-Huang, 2010, p. 93). In this way, 
PAR represents an epistemological challenge to traditional forms of research that encourage 
(and consider necessary) a certain detachment from the subjects. By contrast, within PAR, 
the subject becomes the researcher representing a counter-hegemonic approach to knowledge 
production. This process “assumes that those who have been most systematically excluded, 
oppressed or denied carry specifically revealing wisdom about the history, structure, 
consequences and the fracture points in unjust social arrangements” (Fine et al., 2003, as 





Youth are often seen as powerless, unable to voice their opinions, and victims of the 
system. I believe, however, that young people are not given enough credit regarding their 
abilities to be active participants in research. By actively engaging in the research process, 
members of this youth participatory action research study helped reinforce MA DESE’s 
mission, which is to  
strengthen the Commonwealth's public education system so that every student is 
prepared to succeed in postsecondary education, compete in the global economy, and 
understand the rights and responsibilities of American citizens, and in so doing, to 
close all proficiency gaps. (MA DESE, 2017b)  
Giving students a voice is the only way to prepare them for success and to understand their 
rights and responsibilities. Freire (2000) discussed this in reference to his notion of 
conscientização, or critical consciousness.  
As stated previously, youth, specifically gender-expansive youth in context of this 
study, are often framed within a deficit model. That is, they are often seen as victims or as 
subjects to be studied. I wanted to challenge and change that framing. I sought to work with 
gender-expansive youth to show that youth are able to produce knowledge, that they are 
experts of their own lived experiences, and that they should not and cannot be forced into 
silence. I wanted specifically to give gender-expansive youth a voice through PAR, which 
can servie as a tool for gender-expansive youth to identify who has taken knowledge and 
power away from them. More importantly, PAR is a way for gender-expansive youth to 





Youth Participatory Action Research 
Engaging youth in critical research is the heart of the intersectionality between critical 
race theory (CRT) and youth participatory action research (Akom et al., 2008). As Torre 
(2009) described, CRT, like PAR, stresses the need to expose counter narratives in order to 
find the voice of the “other” and to show that knowledge can be produced by more than a few 
academics sitting in their ivory tower (p. 111). CRT acknowledges that those at the bottom of 
the social ladder often have the greatest insights; similarly, PAR recognizes that local 
individuals—community members—hold this insight. Both PAR and CRT understand the 
intersectionality of people and groups that have the ability to overlap but also be in conflict 
with one another, and that social constructs used by one group to exert dominance over 
another must be challenged in order for individuals to supersede these power dynamics (p. 
112). There are nuanced differences between CRT and PAR. Whereas CRT, at its core, 
focuses on the power dynamics brought on by race and racism in the United States, YPAR 
seeks to disrupt power and privilege dynamics between youth and adults (among others) but 
may not necessarily focus specifically on race (Torre, 2009).  
Critical youth engagement is “how young people—especially those from low income 
and immigrant communities—see conditions of social inequity and negotiate the stresses 
psychologically and politically. Further it examines the conditions under which they decide 
to take up civic engagement” (Fox et al., 2010, p. 3). Gender-expansive youth should 
participate in critical engagement in order to determine if they should take up civic 
engagement around topics of inclusion. In addition, if they can engage in action that 





empower them for future action toward social justice issues such as the basic human rights of 
gender and sexual minorities.  
Role of the co-researchers. Youth co-researchers took part in all aspects of the 
research project: including expanding on the research questions, determining research 
instruments and analysis methods, data analysis and project write up. Within my research 
study the co-researcher acted as both the subject and architect of the research design, where 
they ultimately decide the direction of the research. This invaluable double role allowed for 
their voice to be heard twice, once as informants and once as designers, further empowering 
them.  
Why YPAR? YPAR evolved from the the major tenets of PAR, but it differs in that 
it is “a critical strategy for youth development, youth-based policy making and organizing, 
and education” (Cammarota & Fine, 2010 p. 7). An essential component of PAR is action, 
and Mertens (2008) stated that “trust [is] link[ed] to social action” (p. 60). The goal of this 
research project was to engage in personal and social transformation through social justice 
and political action in an effort to dispel the deficit model related to gender-expansive youth. 
It was my hope that the action taken by the research collective would increase social 
awareness and ultimately lead to policy change.  
Gender-expansive youth have been marginalized because of their age, gender 
identity, and sexuality, as well as their ethnic and racial identities. Chilisa (2012) noted that 
participatory research  
enables those discriminated against and marginalized on account of their gender, 





their knowledge, life experiences, and conditions and to use indigenous knowledge as 
a frame of reference to plan and to act. (p. 225)  
The intersectionality of different forms of marginalization echoes Anzaldúa’s (1987) 
concept of borderlands, which make it imperative to think of third-space methodologies 
where Western research paradigms are contested. YPAR allows for this by enabling youth to 
reclaim their stories, their histories, and their abilities to produce knowledge. Micklos (2012) 
wroted about the abilities of youth: 
Turn on just about any news program today and you’ll see the power of young 
people, from Occupy Wall Street to Arab Spring protests in the Middle East. Using 
the Internet and social media to spread ideas almost instantly, these young activists 
helped create unthinkable change in a remarkably short time. (para. 6) 
Today’s youth are in a unique position to effect change since they live in an ever-“shrinking” 
world where they can be connected to others through the use of social medial and other forms 
of technology, thereby increasing their ability to influence social change.  
I do not imply that the school experiences of all gender-expansive youth are negative 
or the same. One can learn just as much, if not more, from what certain schools and 
educational contexts are doing right as from those who are further adding to the 
marginalization of these youth. I argue that it is essential that youth-centered research 
methods remain faithful to the unique narratives about the lived experiences of gender-
expansive youth. Through my research, I wanted to honor these young people’s stories while 
minimizing the deficit-based thinking around this population that is deemed acceptable by 
the dominant heteronormative, cisgender culture. Again, I wanted this research to give 





honoring youth and their lived experiences, YPAR was an ideal approach to achieving this 
goal.  
PAR: The evolution of thought. When I first decided to engage in participatory 
action research, I thought that it would be easy, that the research process would happen 
automatically with the input of our collective synergy, and that young people would be lining 
up begging to be a part of this incredibly important research that would benefit them as it 
would help improve their educational experiences which in turn would better their life. It was 
a way for research to be done for them and not on them. It was an extremely narrow, 
egotistical point of view that changed dramatically from the beginning of the research project 
to the end of it.  
To begin with, I had an extremely narrow view of who could be considered a 
participant and what a co-researcher team was. I initially thought that only young people who 
identified as gender expansive could participate, and because of this I struggled to find 7-10 
young people to participate in the study.  Additionally, I thought that I needed a large number 
(i.e. 50% or more) of diverse young people (i.e. race, class, religion, etc.) in order to have a 
vast range of experiences represented by the young people who participated. As a result, 
recruitment was extremely difficult and after several months I had to rethink who could be a 
co-researcher and how many co-researchers were needed to form a collective.  
In addition, throughout the process of this dissertation I was constantly trying to 
engage in self-reflection and I realized that I was trying to commit myself to doing PAR 
while also still holding on to ideologies of traditional research methods such as high 
experimental control, disempowerment of communities and a focus on the deficit model. I 





grew together but I had decided that it was I who would define all research activities our 
community would complete.  I was trying to collect co-researchers that fit into specific 
categories such as gender identity, race, or socioeconomics instead of allowing the research 
collective to grow and develop its own identity.  As a result, I decided that I needed to let go 
of the traditional research methods and trust in the process and power of PAR. I made a 
conscious decision that once I had two to three interested young people, we would begin the 
research process and could continue growing in size whenever possible or necessary. I also 
decided that any young person could be a co-researcher as long as they were interested in 
looking critically at gendered identities.  
After forming my second collective and listening to the cisgender heterosexual young 
people describe their school experiences in relation to their raced, ethnicity-based, and 
religious beliefs. I realized I was bringing my own bias and expectations in regard to student 
experiences and underestimated that cisgender youth have personal factors and unique 
situations that influence their journey through the school system. My own biases included 
thinking about my experience as a gender expansive person as well as how I feel that I am 
perceived by the world. I had to stop thinking solely of gender expansive youth as an isolated 
group that were not influenced by outside factors. This allowed us to gain a much richer and 
a deeper understanding for the experiences of gender expansive youth because we were able 
to understand how the intersectionality of identities affect all young people.  For example, 
understanding how young people of color also feel tolerated but not supported by the school 
system allowed us to name the need for solidarity among young people. It also allowed for 
the co-researchers to gain a deeper appreciation of the struggles their peers are going 





Bean was describing what it was like for him to be a gay man in school and what he would 
like to change and shared that:  
some people think a gay best friend is like a GPS just being like an object. It's like, 
we're people. We're more than just like, your gay best friend to give you makeovers 
and like, that's not how this works. We're like, not objects. Yeah, so I guess I'd want 
to be seen as more than just the gay one. 
When, after the interview she thanked him for his honesty and then apologized. I waited and 
she then elaborated by saying “I never realized that I might have treated you that way and I 
won’t do it again.” We discussed this at our final co-researcher meeting and a few of the 
cisgender heterosexual co-researchers described how important this research project was to 
their development and their understanding. The biggest lesson we learned was that we need 
to keep in mind the impact our thoughts and actions have on others and that while our 
intention is not to be hurtful, they are often perceived that way by the person who we are 
interacting with. Another lesson evolved around what it means to be an ally. We recognized 
that an ally does not take the spotlight away from those we are allying with and speaking for; 
rather we stand aside and allow for underrepresented people to speak for themselves. We use 
our privileges to help create platforms they can advocate from. It was a great experience in 
light of what was happening in the world with other critical movement, including the young 
people who led Black Lives Matter.  I think the most obvious interconnection here was really 
showing that Black people do not need white people to “save” them.  Instead, they need them 
to use their influence to propagate the message that is being put forth by Black community 
members and leaders. Both the co-researchers and I were able to undergo an evolution of our 







As part of the YPAR process, the co-researchers and I determined what we thought 
the best intruments to answer our research questions. The co-researchers chose focus groups 
and Q-sort methodology as their instruments. These methods aare discussed in greater detail 
below. In order to recruit participants for the focus groups, I contacted several youth groups 
as well as high school GSAs and explained my research to them via an introdcutory letter 
(see Appendix A). I met with the group leaders to explain my research and to give them an 
opportunity to meet me, and then returned in order to conduct the focus group discussion. 
The Q-sort participants were recruited by word of mouth and through snowball sampling 
conducted by the co-researchers.  
Description of the Co-Researchers 
This research study was conducted with two distinct co-researcher collectives. The 
first of these collectives—the members of which called themselves “Period”—ran from 
March 2019 to June 2019 and disbanded due to time commitments and personal reasons that 
co-researchers chose not to disclose. They called themselves Period because they felt that “all 
people deserved to be included. Period.” This co-researcher group determined the research 
questions, created the focus group interview questions, which became the qualitative 
instrument through which the research questions were addressed, and conducted some of the 
focus group interviews.  
From the beginning of the research, youth co-researchers felt that it was important to 
capture not only the stories but also the voices of gender-expansive youth related to how 





way to collect the youth’s stories given that we used support groups (both school- and 
community-based) that already had an established community. We used this established 
community to put young people at ease, allowing them to discuss deeply personal and 
potentially painful events in a setting where and with people with whom they felt 
comfortable. The focus group also allowed participants to avoid questions they did not want 
to discuss or thought were too sensitive, and also allowed them to respond to questions from 
a third-person perspective.  
The second co-researcher group, which ran from January 2020 to July 2020, analyzed 
the focus group interviews through in vivo coding, generated themes, and then selected the 
quantitative instrument, Q-sort, used to address the research questions. This group also 
discussed themes that emerged from the Q-sort. The group included both gender-expansive 
and cisgender youth. This was due partly to the challenges of trying to recruit only gender-
expansive youth (whose numbers are low compared to the general population) and partly to 
the time commitment necessary for YPAR.  
Table 2 summarizes the demographics of the youth who participated as co-
researchers in the two distinct groups.  In Group 1, Elisria and Kaia were no longer in school, 
one having graduated the previous spring and the other having had to leave school 
prematurely. Stanley was in his senior year at a public high school in southeastern 
Massachusetts. The co-researchers in Group 2 all attended the same public high school in 





study offered by their school. All data described in the table was self-reported by the 
participants and co-researchers.2 
 
Table 2 
















1 Stanley 16 Female Male Hetero-
flexible 
White 12 
1 Kaia 18 Female Queer Queer Black  
1 Elisria 18 Female Demi girl Bisexual Biracial  
2 Monty 17 Female Nonbinary Asexual White 11 
2 Ailei 17 Female Female Heterosexual Asian 
American 
11 
2 Bing Bong 17 Female Female Heterosexual Southeast 
Asian 
11 
2 Lee 15 Female Female Heterosexual White 10 







In the book Revolutionizing Education: Youth Participatory Action Research in 
Motion (Cammarota & Fine, 2008), the authors describe a variety of methods and tools for 
engaging in YPAR, including poetry, mapping activities, artistic memoirs, games, power 
flowers, photography, digital media, and art. The qualitative and quantitative methodologies I 
introduced to the co-researchers in this study included participatory visual methodologies, 
 
2All participant and co-researcher names referenced in this dissertation are pseudonyms used to protect the 





digital storytelling (Lambert, 2013), Q-sort methodology (Linville, 2011 b), and surveys 
(Creswell, 2008). In accordance with PAR, these methodologies were subject to change as 
determined by the needs and wants of the research collective. Co-researchers chose focus 
group interviews as their qualitative instrument and Q-sort as their quantitative instrument. 
These choices were based in part on each instrument’s ability to address the sub-research 
questions, which included: 
• In what ways does being gender expansive impact the educational pursuits of 
gender-expansive youth? 
• How does a student’s gender identity and/or expression, combined with other 
identities, compound their treatment in schools? 
• How has being a gender-expansive youth impacted students’ varying roles in the 
educational community? 
• How can cisgender students enter into solidarity with gender-expansive youth to 
improve schooling for all? 
Transformative Mixed Methods  
Mertens (2012) stressed that the methods used within the transformative paradigm 
must involve the community members, and the power dynamics between researcher and the 
community must be addressed in every step of the process. Given that this paradigm’s central 
tenet centers on social justice, Mertens called for mixed-methods research since using a 
single method could produce to misleading results. “Mixed methods provide[s] an avenue to 
obtaining data that represent … a variety of perspectives, in form and content” (Mertens, 





provide a more complete picture of the phenomenon under study than is possible using a 
single method” (p. 9).  
To be transparent about my methodological choices and reconsiderations, I admit that 
while the vast majority of decisions were made collaboratively with co-researchers prior to 
starting this study, I did make some decisions that were non-negotiable and that were 
included in the project. I made these decisions for several reasons, in part to give the research 
project a starting off point, but also because I thought they were vital to the project.  
The first decision I made was in relation to the overarching research question. The 
specific wording changed slightly with the help of the co-researchers, but overall the question 
remained the same since I was interested in how gender-expansive youth experienced 
education in their particular school contexts. Though I had initially wanted to use digital 
stories to engage in reflexive practices through which participants could reflect on their 
individual experiences with the schooling process, this did not occur due to the difficulties 
faced during the recruitment process. Finally, I also decided that I wanted this research 
project to adher to a transformative paradigm, and in order for that to occur, Mertens (2010) 
suggested conducting mixed-methods research. I agree fully with this suggestion for several 
reasons. The voice of gender-expansive youth is often silenced, and this research project was 
designed to bring their voice and their stories to the forefront. The best way to give them 
voice was through qualitative methods, whereby their individual stories were brought to 
light; however, traditionally, within the research community, the positivist paradigm is given 
more weight because it is rooted in quantitative data. Quantitative data are often seen as more 
systematic and reproducible, allowing for greater generalities within a larger population. 





believed allowed their voice to be heard and gave it a stronger standing within the scientific 
community. I used the qualitative data to highlight the stories and give voice to the individual 
co-researchers, whereas the quantitative data were used to give voice to a larger group of 
gender-expansive youth.  
Action research has been used in a variety of fields such as healthcare (Mamede & 
Schmidt, 2004; Mann et al., 2009; Wald & Reis, 2010) and education (Cochran-Smith & 
Lytle, 1999; Jaruszewicz, 2006; Jones, 2009). Additionally, action research has been 
recognized for its transformative potential (McMahon, 1999): “Deliberately storying and 
restorying one’s life (or … a group or cultural story) is, therefore, a fundamental method of 
personal (and social) growth: it is a fundamental quality of education” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 1989, p. 4). By combining YPAR and storytelling, the co-researcher team will 
create a series of unique conditions that will allow us to be transformed as individuals, a 
collective, a community, and then on a greater social scale.  
The Power of a Story 
Storytelling has a long and rich history, from the stories told by the itinerant 
rhapsodes of ancient Greece, to the oral tradition of slaves in the 18th and 19th centuries, to 
historical stories of individual ancestry and lineage (Lambert, 2013). Storytellers are the 
experts of their lives and are able to create knowledge through those experiences.  
Shirley Tang, a professor at the University of Massachusetts Boston, uses storytelling, 
specifically digital storytelling, to generate critical research that gives voice to those who are 
historically marginalized (Tang, 2017, p. 5). Stories allow for both the storyteller and the 
listener to process and make meaning of experiences and to make connections between those 





between storytellers and listeners. The lotus has a system of intersecting roots, which are 
analogous to the connectedness of the human experience, achieved through the telling and 
sharing of stories. The lotus anchors itself in the mud and muck of riverbeds or ponds, 
without which it cannot grow. This mud symbolizes the pain that some stories evoke for the 
teller; yet, from this pain and suffering, a beautiful flower, or story, can emerge that offers 
storytellers, namely minoritized populations, an opportunity to legitimize the knowledge they 
produce.  
Tang (2018) also explains that student knowledge is important because academia 
often seeks to divide and separate, pushing minorities to the side, though the voices and 
stories of these populations are no less legitimate. It is necessary, therefore, for researchers 
and participants to separate themselves from the structural reality of academia and connect 
across disciplines, cultures, and programs, and to share stories in an effor to effect change. 
Because the voices of minoritized populations have not been valued as real or legitimate in 
dominant Eurocentric Western thought, it is necessary to reclaim these voices. One way to do 
that is through the telling of their stories or by allowing others to tell their stories (S. Tang, 
personal communication, February 13, 2018). The stories of each gender-expansive youth 
deserve be made visibile and prominent, and in following this principle, I applied the 
philosophy and the ethics of storytelling, as Professor Tang has, to share the the experiences 
of gender-expansive youth with readers.  
In this study, youth showcased their experiences through stories in an effort to 
generate understanding and effect change, thereby allowing storytelling to act as a 





who identifed as gender expansive was both real and legitimate, and telling their story 
allowed them to reclaim their power. That is the power of a story.  
As noted previously, my main research question was: How do gender-expansive 
youth experience education within their particular school contexts? Education is a broad 
overarching term; therefore, the co-researchers subdivided the theme of education into 
several subcategories, including safety, pedagogy and curriculum, support from staff and 
peers, and biopsychosocial factors and discipline, to name a few. Clandinin and Connelly 
(1989) described the importance of stories in school settings: “In school, as in life generally, 
one’s personal history, the traditions of which one has been a part, and the social and 
community relations in which one engages, form the plot outlines of day to day life” (p. 4). 
Fox (2014), along with her Polling For Justice YPAR group, used artistic embodied 
methodologies to showcase the results of a monumental, first-of-its kind survey of New York 
City youth regarding how these youth experienced public policies. This led to the production 
of nine theatrical performances of how public policies are embodied and internalized by 
urban youth. The performances had added impact as they led to the organization and 
advocacy of youth in New York City (Fox, 2014). In this study, the co-researchers used the 
stories told to us by gender expansive youth as a way to understand personal experiences, 
allowing us to understand and engage in solidarity with the study participants.  
Instruments and Data Analysis  
This YPAR project built on the ideas put forth by Anzaldúa (2012, 2013) regarding 
multiple ways of knowing. Anzaldúa (2013) posited that in order to truly engage on the path 
of conocimiento, one must question what has been ingrained into them through culture, 





Breaking out of your mental and emotional prison and deepening the range of 
perception enables you to link inner reflection and vision—the mental, emotional, 
instinctive, imaginal, spiritual, and subtle bodily awareness—with social, political 
action and lived experiences to generate subversive knowledges. These 
conocimientos challenge official unconventional ways of looking at the world, ways 
set up by those benefiting from such constructions. (p. 542) 
Cammarota et al. (2018) expanded on Anzaldúa’s idea of multiple identities, explaining that 
we all “hold multiple identities, cross the borders between different social worlds, and live 
Entre Mundos: in between spaces of our own creations since we cannot fit neatly into 
categories made for us” (p. 20). Cammarota et al. (2018) also maintained that PAR, as an 
epistemology, allows for the creation of “safe spaces,” where multiple identities can come 
together, new ideas can form, and traditional hierarchies, whether social or power-driven, are 
disrupted. It is a way to reclaim the borderlands—to change them from spaces that house “the 
others” to those that embrace “the intersection of new emergent perspectives and 
possibilities” (Torre & Ayala, 2009, as cited in Cammarota et al. 2018, p. 21).  
Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis  
Qualitative research can be thought of as a way to understand a particular 
phenomenon through the analysis of words, pictures, videos, or objects in their natural setting 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, as cited by Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 7; see also Jencik, 2008). 
Qualitative researchers seek to understand social issues from multiple perspectives that allow 
for a comprehensive understanding of the specific question. A key to using qualitative 
research is understanding that reality is socially constructed and that there may be multiple 





Focus groups. A focus group is a form of group interview that encourages 
participants to discuss a particular topic while engaging with one another. Participants in 
focus groups are encouraged to ask each other questions and exchange anecdotes or stories, 
while the researcher uses the group interactions as a data source. Kitzinger (1995) noted that 
focus groups are “particularly useful for exploring people’s knowledge and experiences and 
can be used to examine not only what people think but how they think and why they think 
that way” (p. 299). Kitzinger also stated that, within focus groups, it is imperative to use 
imaginative sampling. While homogeneity is important for capitalizing on people’s shared 
experiences, Kitzinger held that a diverse group can be just as effective, since will produce a 
wider and more diverse range of responses (see Appendix B for the study’s focus group 
protocol).  
Description of focus groups. In this study, a total of 20 youth participated in five 
different focus groups. These focus groups were conducted through three different high 
school GSAs, a support group for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer plus 
(LGBTQ+) youth, and with the first co-researcher team. Focus Group 1 was conducted at a 
high school in southeastern Massachusetts and consisted of five participants. Focus Group 2 
consisted of three participants and comprised the three original co-researchers. Focus Group 
3 was conducted through an LGBTQ+ support group and consisted of six participants. Focus 
Groups 4 and 5 were conducted at two different high schools in northeastern Massachusetts. 
Participants were asked, but were not required, to provide demographic information during 
their focus group participation. Table 3 presents selected demographic data related to the 




















1 Louis 15 Female Male/Masculine Bisexual Caucasian 
1 Aria 17 Female Continuing the 
search 
Pansexual Caucasian 
1 Hozier 17 Male Female Homosexual White 
1 Lloyd 15 Male Masculine Bisexual Haitian 
1 Addicted to 
Monster 
15 Female Male Pansexual White 
2 Stanley 16 Female Male Heteroflexible Caucasian 
2 Kaia 18 Female Queer Queer Black 
2 Elisria 18 Female Demi girl Bisexual Biracial 
3 Leonard 19 Female Male Bisexual White 
3 Cecilia 16 Female Female Gay White 






3 Mickey 15 Female Male Gay White 
3 Ben 14 Male Male  White 
3 Rory 17 Female Male  White 
4 Pink Floyd 16 Female Queer Queer Latinx 
4 Quantum 16 Female Demi male Pansexual White 
5 Jelly 18 Female Non-binary Queer Asian 
American 
5 Science 15 Female Female Questioning White 
5 M.E. 15 Female Non-binary  White 




Focus group data analysis. The first round of data analysis was conducted by the 





to each question in the focus group interview, after which we engaged in a discussion to 
develop a shared understanding of the experiences of the participants. These discussions 
allowed us to create a list of initial deductive and inductive codes to help us systematically 
categorize our data (Saldaña, 2016). When coding, we utilized three key types of codes—
descriptive codes (i.e., nouns summarizing the topic of a passage), in vivo codes (i.e., those 
taken from the participants’ language; Saldaña, 2016), and an “aha” code we used anytime 
we needed or wanted to capture a moment in the interview that spoke to us individually. 
These latter moments were all-encompassing; they included, for instance, quotes that 
resonated with us on an emotional level or those we thought captured an event/issue 
particularly well. After listening to the first full focus group interview, we co-created a 
codebook consisting of an initial set of 13 codes (Appendix C) which we used to manually 
code all textual data. As we continued analyzing the rest of the focus group data, we added 
six more codes in order to fully capture the information provided by the participants. After all 
five focus groups interviews had been initially coded, we engaged in another group 
discussion to identify themes (Saldaña, 2016) that had emerged across focus groups or that 
had addressed our research questions.  
While engaging with the co-researchers in their analysis of the data, I also conducted 
a “solo” analysis, which allowed me to engage with the data in a personal way using the 
group interpretations to anchor my thoughts and feelings as I interpreted the events in a 
personal manner. During this solo analysis, I used the data analysis software Dedoose 
software to generate a more comprehensive and nuanced list of codes. As Saldaña (2016), I 
memoed the data as I coded, which also allowed me to engage more deeply and to ask 





referred to as “code-weaving”—a “practical way to ensure that you are thinking how the 
puzzle pieces fit together” (p. 48). Through code-weaving as well as discussions with the co-
researchers, several high-level themes began to emerge, as detailed in Chapter 4.  
Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis  
Quantitative research involves the analysis of numerical data or the use of statistical 
data analysis. It has also been defined as “an approach to methodology strongly oriented 
toward regression analysis, econometric refinements on regression, and the search for 
statistical alternatives to regression models in contexts where specific regression assumptions 
are not met” (Brady & Collier, 2004, as cited by Jencik, 2008, p. 507). Within the context of 
this study, quantitative data were attractive because they allowed me to test causal 
hypotheses about the educational experiences of gender-expansive youth.  
Q-sort methodology. Created by William Stephenson (1953), Q-sort methodology is 
used to study people’s “subjectivity” or viewpoints. It is especially useful when applied to 
multiple people in order to determine different subjectivities about the same event or topic. A 
list of characteristics is placed on cards and then sorted along a continuum by the 
participants. Q-sort is a way to quantify qualitative data by assigning a value to each position 
along the continuum. The data produced allow researchers to determine which attitudes are 
prevalent among respondents and create opportunites for action by enabling participants to 
suggest ways that prevalent negative attitudes can be minimized while maximizing positive 
attitudes (Linville, 2010).  
The quantitative portion of this study was conducted from May through July 2020, 
during the then most intense period of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, all Q-sorts were 





QMethod Software (https://www.qmethodsoftware.com) during Zoom conferences with the 
co-researcher team. Each participant was given a unique code that gave them access to the Q-
sort study. Upon accessing the Q-sort site, each participant reviewed the informed consent 
agreement, after which they clicked an “I agree” button to indicate their consent to 
participate. The Q-sort consisted of 47 statements developed by the co-researcher team based 
on information gathered through the analysis of the focus group discussions (see Appendix 
D). Some of the co-researchers had pilot tested the statements, some of which were then 
edited as necessary. In the Q-sort, participants were presented with the 47 statements , which 
they organized into a quasi-normal “forced distribution,” representing the degree to which 
each statement represented their experience/beliefs. There were “piles” that required a 
specific number of items in order to force participants to rank the statement cards along the 











The Q-sort fit 4% of statements into -5, 6% into -4, 9% into -3, 11% in -2, 13% into  
-1, 15% into 0, 13% into +1, 11% in +2, 9% into +3, 6% into +4, and 4% into +5.  
After completing the tasks, participants were asked a series of qualitative questions designed 
to solicit their thoughts, opinions, and reactions to the statements and their location across the 
distribution.  
Q-sort data analysis. PQMethod (Schmolck, 2002), a free software package, was 
used to analyze the Q-sorts. The Q-sorts were entered and then were extracted and rotated so 
that the results could be analyzed. Factor analysis is a method for determining the shared 
meaning within Q-sorts (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Using Watts and Stenner’s (2012) step-by-
step guide for conducting Q-methodology analysis through PQMethod, I performed a 
Centroid analysis followed by a hand rotation. While Watts and Stenner provided a starting 
point for factor extraction based on the number of Q-sorts, I chose to examine all seven un-
rotated factors provided by PQMethod. I calculated the significance of correlation for the 
study at the 0.01 level in order to have a starting point at which Q-sorts were loading 
significantly on which factors. The significant factor loading for this Q-sort was  0.38. The 
Q-sorts were conducted on three distinct (self-identifying) subgroups of students:  those who 
identified as gender expansive (i.e., transgender, non-binary, nonconforming), cisgender non-
heterosexual (gay/lesbian/bisexual/asexual), or cisgender heteronormative. Factor analysis of 
the seven Q-sorts conducted by gender-expansive youth resulted in one factor, which 
accounted for 58% of the common variance for all Q-sorts. Table 4 presents the 


















Leaf 17 Male Gender Fluid I like people White 
Frog 15 Female Gender Queer Pansexual White 
Basil 16 Female Male Bisexual White 
Monty 17 Female Non-binary Asexual White 
Jelly 18 Female Non-binary Queer Asian 
Rue 15 Female Non-binary Working on it White 
Flesh 17 Female Non-binary Asexual Black 
 
 
Factor analysis of the five Q-sorts conducted by cisgender non-heterosexual youth 
resulted in one factor, which accounted for 51% of the common variance for all Q-sorts. 
Table 5 lists the demographics for the cisgender non-heterosexual youth who participated in 
this Q-sort.  
 
Table 5 











Bean 17 Male Male Gay White 
Beans 18 Female Female Bisexual Asian 
Elijah 16 Female Female Bisexual White 
Cole 17 Male Male Asexual White 






The factor analysis of the eight Q-sorts conducted by cisgender heterosexual youth 
resulted in two factors, which, combined, accounted for 45% of the common variance for all 
Q-sorts. Variance in “the region of 35–40% or above would ordinarily be considered a sound 
solution on the basis of common factor” (Kline, 1994, as cited in Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 
105). Table 6 summarizes the demographics for the cisgender heterosexual youth who 
participated in this Q-sort.  
 
Table 6 










Scarlet 16 Female Cisgender Heterosexual South Asian 
Ariel 17 Female Cisgender Heterosexual White 
Sara 16 Female Cisgender Heterosexual White 
Gratuitous 17 Male Cisgender Heterosexual Asian 
Francis 16 Female Cisgender Heterosexual Asian 
Reigna 15 Female Cisgender Heterosexual Black 
Ailei 17 Female Cisgender Heterosexual Eastern Asian 




Validity and Reliability 
Within qualitative research, validity refers to the process whereby the researcher 
checks the accuracy of the study findings. According to Creswell and Miller (2000), validity 
is based on whether the findings are accurate from the standpoint of the researcher, the 





participants to the research design and methodology, it was important that validity be 
determined through the eyes of the participants. Generally, this can be accomplished through 
various means; however, Creswell and Miller (2000) as well as Chilisa (2012) determined 
that prolonged exposure with study participants will likely increase the validity of the 
research as rapport with and among participants increases. I also used member checking with 
the co-researchers and participants so that they could validate the credibility of the accounts. 
Guba and Lincoln (1994) maintained that member checking is “the most crucial technique 
for establishing credibility” (p. 314). In addition, because this study adopted a mixed-
methods design, this added to the validity of the research through the use of triangulation. 
Additionally, Marshall and Rossman (2014) indicated that using multiple methods allows for 
common themes to be traced throughout the data sources.  
Fine (2008) argued that YPAR “deepens the very social practices of objectivity, 
validity and generalizability” (p. 221). With respect to objectivity, Fine (2008) held that 
objectivity is achieved when researchers engage in deep metacognitive reflection of their 
own selves so as to not be influenced by their values, positionalities, and predispositions (p. 
223). Participatory action research and, by extension, youth participatory action research, 
epistemologically positions the experiences of the participants and co-researchers as central 
to the production of knowledge, thereby ensuring their validity and expertise. After all, who 
is more of an expert on the lived experiences of gender-expansive youth than the youth 
themselves? Fine (2008) claimed that this positionality was the same “advocated by Gloria 
Anzaldúa, Patricia Hills Collins, Mari Matsuda and bell hooks” (223). Finally, with respect 
to generalizability, Fine (2008) suggested that, instead of associating generalizability with 





provocative generalizability” (p. 227). Theoretical generalizability involves the adaptability 
of theories from one context to another, while provocative generalizability involves the 
invocation of audience across different contexts (Fine, 2008).  Within this study the 
theoretical generalizability was seen as gender expansive youth from different geographical 
locations had similar experiences, beliefs about schools and resources. The provocative 
generalizability comes from the actions proposed by the co-researchers that will in turn 
provoke more action. 
Ethical Considerations 
One of the most important ethical imperatives was to remind participants that they 
“owned” their story, that it would always be theirs, and that they could at any point decide 
they no longer wished to share their story. Clandinin and Caine (2008) echoed this 
imperative in stating their belief that the ethics of research are much more complex than what 
is required from an institution’s internal review board. According to Clandinin and Caine, in 
narrative inquiry, the lives of the researcher and the participant become so intertwined that all 
aspects of the research process become a matter of ethicality. These ethics go beyond just 
informed consent, requiring both the researcher and the participants to place the narratives 
within a larger context. Equally important, the researcher must be attentive to these larger 
contexts even after the research project has been completed.  
Guishard (2009) discussed the difficulties of separating researcher from friend, 
academic from participant, and noted that che process can be oppressive, not liberating (p. 
86). I think this was particularly difficult in this study when trying to navigate the different 
power dynamics that are inherently present when working with youth—namely in relation to 





school. This challenge was mediated by using a pass/fail grading system instead of a 
traditional letter grade system. The co-researchers were told at the beginning of the course 
that, in order to pass, they needed to attend 80% of all meetings, as required by their school. 
At first, there was a power dynamic associated with the perceived superiority the title 
“researcher” gave me. After several meetings where I always defered to the group, this 
dymamic lessened. While I wanted the co-researchers to be and feel like equals, they did not 
see themselves that way in the beginning.  
While my personal story fueled this research project, I needed to ensure that I did not 
confuse my role as co-researcher with my role as educator. As a co-researcher, my sole duty 
was to engage in the process of research while trying to learn more about myself and gender-
expansive youth. In an effort to gain the trust of my co-researchers, I showed my own digital 
story, titled “Living in the Borderlands,” to my co-researchers. I am the author and authority 
of my own lived experience, and while my story may be somewhat similar to others’ stories, 
it is my story alone that has scarred and tattooed itself on my body, and in part healed. 
Neither I nor the other co-researchers spoke for all gender-expansive people. Research that is 
personal also builds heartfelt solidarity with co-researchers, thus decreasing the ontological 
distance between researcher and researched.  
Engagement in participatory action research can be a “painful, emotion loaded 
process” (Cahill et al., 2008, p. 106). When working with youth, this may become a very 
sensitive subject as they may not be emotionally developed enough to cope with the painful 
response associated with engagement in this process. I was able to see this come to fruition, 
especially with the second co-researcher group. While only one of them was gender 





peers. For some, it was painful because they finally recognized that they were perpetuating 
behaviors laced with prejudice and that they were also the recipients of such behavior. An 
example of this happened at one of our last in-person meetings, where Lexy divulged that her 
friends had been making “jokes” about her bringing COVID-19 into the community because 
she was Asian. She commented that, before being a part of the research collective, she would 
have only thought of this as a joke, but because of the discourse we were having around 
solidarity, she recognized these jokes as expressions of covert racism. As a group, we 
discussed how that made us feel and what we could do to make school experiences better for 
all students.  
Implications 
The main goal of this study was to address the alarming lack of research that has 
given voice to gender-expansive youth. My co-researchers and I engaged in youth 
participatory action research in an effort to incorporate the voice of those who had the 
greatest knowledge of the subject—gender-expansive youth. We did so by directly observing 
and reporting on the specific experiences of the co-researchers and other gender-expansive 
youth.  
The first major practical implication of this research is that it adds to the existing 
literature and offers empirical data on the specific experiences of gender-expansive youth. 
This information is important as it represents the reclamation of the voices of those who have 
been silenced. A second important implication of our study relates to findings around the 
uniqueness of the knowledge and information that the co-researchers produced.  A third 
implication is that the data have the potential to help reframe the challenges faced by gender-





roundtable discussions in which the co-researchers and the school nursing staff and school 
counselors were able to talk to one another, ask questions, and tell their stories. The co-
researchers offered suggestions regarding the pedagogical, social, and cultural ways these 
staff members could nurture and support the development and success of gender-expansive 
youth. Future actions could include facilitating similar discussions for more groups such as 
teachers and administrators.  
Limitations 
 There were many limitations that presented themselves throughout this research 
process. The first related to recruitment of the co-researchers. One of the most significant 
benefits of PAR is the sense of community that is often created within the co-researcher 
group, which is transformed into more of a family by the end of the project. However, the 
“problem” is that a community takes time to form. In our study, this process could not be 
rushed or pushed aside in order to create instruments or collect data. As a result, the co-
researchers needed to make considerable time commitments to the project, and many of the 
youth were unable to do so, despite their previously expressed interest in joining the 
collective. Although I had initially intended to recuit the co-researchers through community 
programs within the city of Boston, this did not happen; rather, nearly all of the co-
researchers came from suburban communities, and their perspectives informed the design of 
the study. This left out both urban and rural gender-expansive youth from the design process.  
I intended to engage the voices of these missing urban and rural gender-expansive 
youth by actively recruiting them as participants so that, even though they would not have 
been directly involved in the design of the research project, their voices would be heard 





hoped. I reached out to over 30 different high schools in an effort to communicate with their 
GSAs as well as to 12 different youth organizations, but I only heard back from suburban 
schools or groups that serviced suburban youth. I contacted 10 schools in urban areas, 10 in 
suburban areas, and 10 schools in rural areas. 
In March 2020, Massachusetts public schools were closed because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. This occurred in the middle of the independent study project that I was engaged in 
with the second co-researcher group. The co-researchers were fully invested in our research 
project and chose to continue meeting virtually until the focus group data analysis and Q-sort 
data collection were completed. They also devised methods for conducting the Q-sort 
virtually and experimented with different platforms in order to determine which would work 
best for young people.  
The focus group narratives and stories were only snippets of the lives of a specific 
group of gender-expansive youth and were not fully explored or developed. Almost all of the 
stories told by the youth in this study focused on the deficiencies of their schools. Given that 
these stories were told during a focus group, not everyone told their story; consequently, a 
minority of participants represented the majority of stories told. The narratives were meant 
only to amplify the voices of those who gave me the gift of their stories, not to speak for the 
entire population of gender-expansive youth.  
Conclusion 
Gender-expansive youth have continually been silenced and marginilized by 
dominant discourses in both education and in larger social contexts. As a response, this 
phenomenological research study was designed to reclaim the voices of gender-expansive 





approach to determine the role that education played in the lives of gender-expansive youth 
in Massachusetts school and, at the same time, to empower the youth participants. The data 
collection methods used allowed the co-researchers to capture the experiences of gender-
expansive youth, while offering opportunities for action that could lead to school-based 
improvements for these youth. This was accomplished by gathering the stories and 
experiences of those gender-expansive youth who entrusted us with their pain, humor, and 
secrets.  
 The remaining chapters of this dissertation were writen for youth and, whenever 
possible, incorporate their own words to portray accurately their thoughts and feelings. Since 
the co-researchers were the primary designers of the instruments and analysis, their ideas 
should be central to the written work that resulted. Indeed, this research and their words 









TOLERATED BUT NOT SUPPORTED 
 
I wake up every morning and go to school thinking, you know what's going to happen 
today? am I going to be targeted at school because of my gender identity? Am I going 
to you know, be outed by someone? Like that's something that I have to worry about 
that you know, my friends that are cis and straight don't have to worry about, which I 
feel like is unfair. 
—Mickey, focus group participant 
 
This chapter comprise some of the stories and lived experiences of the gender-
expansive youth whom the co-researchers and I interviewed during the focus group 
discussions. The themes and subthemes surfaced through the data analysis process conducted 
by the co-researchers and were not explicitly asked about during the focus group interview. 
These stories are not meant to shock or awe, or to be macabre; rather, they are meant to 
foreground the lived experiences of gender-expansive youth in schools, to evoke empathy 
and understanding, and ultimately to bring about change to make the school experience safe, 
inclusive, welcoming, culturally relevant, and sensitive to all students’ needs.  
In analyzing the focus group data, the youth research team determined collectively 





they were “tolerated but not supported” in their schools, namely by teachers and 
administrators. There were several subthemes associated with this overarching theme 
included (see Figure 4), including the following: a refusal by peers and staff to make students 
feel safe; resources; and an understanding of school performativity that impacts the ways 
students—both gender-expansive and others—perform in school.  
 
Figure 4  
Overarching Themes and Subthemes Present in the Focus Group Analysis 
 
 
Focus group discussions were facilitated in order to address the following questions: 
• In what ways does being gender-expansive impact the educational pursuits of 
gender-expansive youth? 
• How does a student's gender identity and/or expression, combined with their other 





According to the narratives shared by the participants, schools design and implement policies 
and programming for gender-expansive youth that only give the appearance of meeting the 
needs of these students. Policymakers and administrators only want to create a public 
perception that they are creating an inclusive environment where all students feel welcome. 
In reality, students are not supported by these policies or programs, and schools are barely 
meeting legal requirements while they attempt to project a politically correct image of 
supporting all students. Though these policies and procedures are ostensibly designed to 
foster inclusion, the students generally end up feeling merely tolerated.  
Findings 
“Tolerated but Not Supported” 
The major theme that arose consistently during co-researchers’ focus group 
discussions related to “tolerance versus acceptance.” The research group concluded that 
schools, as institutions, and the players within schools (i.e., peers, teachers, staff, and 
administrators) tolerated those who deviated from gender norms but were not necessarily 
inclined to do more than the bare minimum required by law and existing school policy. 
Therefore, the young people who participated in the focus group discussions generally did 
not feel supported by their respective schools. For instance, youth participant Aria stated, 
It's a blasé attitude and feel so they're, like, they will be outwardly, like, saying, “We, 
like, we support you! Everything you’re doing is encouraged and we are behind you,” 
but then there’s nothing really behind it. It’s just words.  
During the data analysis process, Ailei stated, “I wish schools weren’t so fake. Tell 
me you aren’t supportive so I can build up my walls.” Bing Bong followed this up 





about prevalent things?” Students did not feel that the school environment was 
designed for them, regardless of school messaging to the contrary. The co-researchers 
felt that the lack of consideration of their needs in the design of school policy was 
evidenced through interactions with faculty and staff, through the limited resources 
available for students, and through the performances in which the school and students 
engaged.  
Elisria echoed the sentiment expressed by Aria when she discussed her interactions 
with guidance counselors at her school. Her guidance counselor always made her feel like 
“‘I'm here to help you as a student, not here to help you as a trans person or here to help you 
as a gender-expansive person.’” That is, it seemed as if the counselor wanted to discuss and 
help with academic issues and concerns only, rather than address social-emotional concerns 
relating to her identity. While schools often implement policies and systems to “support” 
gender-expansive youth, there is typically a lack of training and guidance for counselors to 
provide this support to students in one-on-one situations. As a result, the students felt that 
their identity did not warrant the need to be guided or counseled. Without the ability (or 
comfort) to confide in and solicit assistance from their guidance counselors, the gender-
expansive youth felt, once again, invisible, subordinate, secondary to other students. School 
counselors must understand the actual needs of the students before them and consider the 
“whole child” instead of compartmentalizing them and seeing them solely as generic 
students. Elisria said, “There’s no acknowledgement of other identities aside from being a 
student; they act like I kind of had to work for everything on my own.” Similarly, Louis 
shared that the schools only focused on one aspect of a child: “I feel like, um, that this, the 





proven different, which is kind of a bit stressful to have in an environment.” This inability of 
schools to view students outside the Eurocentric, heteronormative, cisgender lens perpetuated 
students’ feelings of “otherness.”  
Indeed, the gender-expansive youth in the study felt overwhelmingly that they were 
tolerated by schools without actually being seen or included. They felt a lack of support from 
school staff and peers—in terms of available resources as well as a general sense that 
students, staff, and the school as a whole engaged in a performance so that community 
stakeholders could believe that the school was inclusive.  
Subtheme 1: “Refusal to Make Students Feel Safe and Comfortable” 
 The vast majority of schools perpetuate a cycle that reinforces a negative atmosphere 
for gender-expansive youth. Without creating situations and opportunities for these students 
to interact and feel comfortable and safe among their peers, there can be no authentic or 
lasting social-emotional support for the students who feel excluded. While they may follow 
district policies supposedly designed to create inclusive environments, adults in schools seem 
unwilling or unable to actively breaking this cycle of treating these students as if they are the 
“other.” The following stories cover a range of social experiences that the gender-expansive 
youth in the study had with peers and staff. While these experiences are not violent in nature, 
they do highlight the impact such interactions can have on the social-emotional wellbeing of 
the youth involved.  
Exclusion and judgement by peers. The following four excerpts describe the lack of 
support from peers which the gender-expansive youth experienced or encountered regularly 
while in school. These quotations are excerpted from conversations that took place during 





in school. All four of these responses show that the gender-expansive youth experienced 
exclusionary practices in a variety of forms—socially and emotionally—among their peers. 
While these moments from each personal history represent individual snapshots, the feelings 
expressed by these youth were pervasive throughout all of the focus group conversations:  
• Louis: So, I, my peers definitely treat me different. A lot of them don't talk to me 
because I, it seems like my gender identity is something that's foreign to them that 
they don't want to get involved with and that it's better for them to stay away 
because they don't understand.  
• Hozier: Yeah, a lot of, some of my peers, I try to take a lot. I try to be the one 
person that really doesn't piss off a lot of people. I've been, I've been taking a lot 
of bullshit for the fact that I've been trans. People are just like, “Well, you need 
help.”  
• M.E.: I’ve had experiences where kids have come up to me and was like, asked 
me every single question imaginable about like, gender expression, sexual 
orientation, everything like that. And some of the times it's like, “Okay, those 
seem like valid questions,” but then they like get really personal, and it's like, 
“I’m not going to answer that.” And students or peers will, like, press on to, like, 
get an answer, to get reactions.  
• Stanley: With my peers, like, this was by then it was kind of an old hat to them. I 
never, like, wore dresses to anything in middle school. And, like, the most 
common question that I got about it, someone literally asked me if I was, quote, 
“part guy,” because they didn't understand that, at the time, I was just presenting 





friends with and spend my time with got over it, and the rest of the people didn't. 
And then once I have come out, there's just people, there's just people who want 
to try and rile me up and to debate. Things like whether I should have rights or 
not, in the context of classrooms, and I just don't—it's not a thing that is helpful to 
my educational environment.  
Mistreatment by faculty and staff. When discussing student–staff interactions, the 
youth in the study often thought of teachers first. However, while the student–teacher 
relationship is an important one, there are other adults with whom students interact that are of 
equal importance, including guidance counselors, support staff, school nurses, and 
administrators. The stories highlighted here refer specifically to the interactions the youth 
participants had with their school nurses and teachers.  
Mickey, who was binding his chest as part of his gender identity, was feeling pain 
and went to his school nurse for help. There was a visiting nurse there as well who had strong 
opinions about his choice to bind his chest. Mickey said to the nurse, “‘Listen, I'm having 
like, I'm not having trouble breathing, but I'm having, like, chest pains, like in my ribs.” 
Despite his nurse being aware that Mickey was transgender, she did not step in as the visiting 
nurse told Mickey, “‘You're always going to be a girl. Doesn't matter if you bind your breasts 
or not.’” She told Mickey he was causing himself danger and that he would not “‘be a male 
until [he was] fully on hormones.’” The visiting nurse asked Mickey if he played sports, and, 
when he answered yes, said to him, “‘Oh, my gosh, girls that play hockey are so cool.’” 
When Mickey told her he was a boy, and transgender, she replied, “‘No, you can be a boy in 





nurse who knew him and his history, lamenting that she had done “absolutely jack shit about 
it.”  
Many of the focus group participants/co-researchers recounted experiences they had 
had with teachers during which they felt unsupported in their gender identity. Louis recalled 
an experience with his Spanish teacher: “So I have this one teacher who sometimes she just 
uses the wrong name for me. I don't know if it's intentional or not.” He continued:    
I feel really like unwelcome in her class because it feels like she doesn't respect my 
identity and how she has to specifically cater a little bit to it and put a bit of extra 
effort in to make sure I'm comfortable by using, like, the right name and the right 
pronouns because, I get it, some, because she knew me before I came out, but then it's 
been another year, so habit really isn't an excuse anymore. Like, you've had a year. Its 
more than enough time to change your, your habits. It really, like, it has ruined the 
class for me. And it really sucks.  
It is important for teachers to use students’ preferred pronouns because students do better 
academically if they feel more confident and safer in the classroom. Relationships between 
students and teachers are built on trust, and if a student does not feel as if a teacher cares 
about them as a person, they will have a more difficult time succeeding in the classroom. 
After reading Louis’s description of his experience with his Spanish teacher, youth co-
researcher Lee noted, “This teacher is destroying a kid’s enjoyment; they aren’t doing their 
jobs as teachers!” Teachers set the tone and serve as examples in the classroom for all 
students, and by not recognizing pronouns, teachers silently giving their approval to other 





 Another co-researcher, Lexy, added, “If you don’t enjoy a class, you don’t retain as 
much. They [i.e., the teachers] are wrecking an educational opportunity.” The lack of respect 
demonstrated in interactions between students and teachers in which the correct gender 
pronouns are not used sets up a power dynamic and results in disappointment for the students 
and negative attitudes about the class. In Louis’s case, if his teacher had used the correct 
gender pronoun and made him feel safe and accepted for his identity, Louis would have been 
able to focus more on academics. The teacher’s direct actions showed that, while they 
tolerated Louis’s identity on occasion by trying to use the correct name and pronouns, they 
did not truly support him.  
Louis was not the only participant who had trouble with teachers using incorrect 
names and pronouns. Mickey vented his frustration in this way: “Teachers really need to get 
on the train of just calling kids by their pronouns.” He stated that teachers often felt that they 
had the right to decide who he was and how he should identify. As Mickey explained, “[If a] 
kid says they want to be called a certain pronoun, call them that pronoun. It's not your choice 
to, like, decide what they are and what they aren't.” He then shared that many of his teachers 
refused to acknowledge his trans identity, and even after being told how to address him, they 
refused: 
So many of my teachers just completely ignored all the messages that my guidance 
counselor sent to them. And I remember, like, she would call me, download, like, 
once a week during the beginning of school, and she would send out a new email, 
like, once a week. And she did it probably five times. And I'd say three or four, my 
teachers still called me “she” and still called me, like, a girl. And it was, I just found it 





Teachers showed a lack of support for gender-expansive youth not only through 
direct action, but also through their inaction and their unwillingness to intervene on the part 
of gender-expansive youth when they are being misgendered or discriminated against by 
others in a classroom setting. Mickey recounted a particularly troubling experience that had 
occurred in his English class after he had made sure that all teachers and peers in his classes 
knew he was trans. He shared: 
I had come out to every single person.… There shouldn't have been anyone that didn't 
know I was trans…. And this is like a month after school began. So, they already 
knew that my name was Mickey…. And, like, we were doing, like, popcorn reading, 
and this person calls me and says my birth name and I, like, froze. And, like, the 
teacher didn't do anything because, like, he didn't, I know he definitely heard it. He 
just kind of stood there. And no one really did anything. Everyone just stopped. 
Everyone, like, stopped and stared at me and I was, like, such in a state of shock. I 
just didn't know what to do.  
Mickey’s story highlights the teacher’s unwillingness to correct another student and suggests 
how gender-expansive youth interpret those actions as a lack of support or caring. According 
to Mickey, 
No teachers ever did that for me, which I thought was kind of unfair because you 
know, they do things for other people, like, I don't know, maybe someone's making 
fun of someone for having bad grades and on, like, a test or something and the teacher 
be like, “Oh, you can't say that”…. And then, like, people call me my birth name and 





In addition, Kaia discussed why it felt different when she was mistreated by peers versus 
adults. She recalled, “I think for the peers it was this more of an immature humorous thing. 
Like, where they would find something different and focus on and pick on … it was like very 
prominent with my peers but also affected me more with the teachers.” Kaia explained why 
being treated differently by teachers was so much more hurtful to her. She said  that, even 
though the mistreatment was done equally by students and teachers, “the teachers affect me 
more because … [they] made me feel like there was … something wrong with me.”  
Kaia also said, 
With the teachers, it was like, almost like they took offense to me existing in their 
space and, like, because, like, they see themselves as an authority figure. They tried 
to, like, just, just completely police the way I co-existed in space, like they thought, 
like, they could dictate how the youth are supposed to be, like they're, they're 
supposed to be teaching us these classroom things. But they act as though they're 
supposed to be teaching us, like, our individual ways of life and how we prioritize 
things such as our expression.  
Kaia felt that she was both limited and judged, based on her gender identity and expression, 
by school staff more so than by her peers—staff who should have been focused on her 
academic abilities.  
Youth co-researchers spent considerable time discussing why they thought teachers 
did not intervene on behalf of gender-expansive students to offer protection from exclusion 
by members of the school community. Co-researcher Bing Bong recounted that this lack of 
intervention by teachers was common in her experience, though it related not to her gender 





teacher inaction in the classroom which always involved minoritized groups (based on race, 
religion, sexual identity) of which the teacher was not a member.  
Co-researchers agreed that teachers needed to have more training and professional 
development, namely around cultural competency. This was echoed by Elisria, a member of 
the first co-researcher team and a participant in one of the focus groups: “I think, like, the 
most important thing about, like, making sure, like, staff understanding and, like, can 
support, like, the youth and stuff is that they get properly trained.” She also added that “there 
should be a qualification being, being culturally competent and being willing to, like, learn 
about these things.” This need for greater cultural competence among school staff has 
intensified as school populations continue to grow and diversify.  
The co-researchers noted that teachers may not have the skills needed to navigate a 
situation that involves correcting an offending student in the moment while trying to be 
sensitive to the feelings of the student who was discriminated against. Eli suggested that 
teachers should “always assume that it's better to make people feel a little bit uncomfortable 
for a couple of minutes than it is to just let this be uncomfortable for, like, however long that 
they're in school.” More importantly, he wanted to remind teachers that “you … may be the 
only person, especially in this kid's life, that care about them.”  
Subtheme 2: “Hidden and Lacking Resources”  
 A second subtheme that emerged from the data analysis was that, while there were 
often many resources available to students within their schools, these resources were often 
hidden or inadequate. The participants identified a variety of resources available at their 
schools, including physical accommodations (e.g., bathrooms and locker rooms) and social-





availability of resources in her school, Aria said, “I think you really have to go and search for 
it. Otherwise you're not going to find it, like, at all.” If resources were readily available, 
youth participants felt that they missed the mark. One specific resource that was mentioned 
in every focus group was the availability and accessibility of gender-neutral bathrooms.  
Bathrooms. The topic of bathrooms came up in all of the focus group discussions in 
a variety of ways. Many schools consider gender-neutral bathrooms as a resource for gender-
expansive youth. While bathrooms are vitally needed resources and spaces for gender-
expansive students to use throughout their school days, they are not a resource designed 
specifically for this population but represent a human right that should be available to every 
student. Gender-neutral bathrooms are one of the few places where students can “take a 
breath” outside institutionalized gender binaries. A bathroom is a place where they can check 
in with themselves, about themselves, and feel safe within that space. When asked how she 
had been limited, Elisria said, “I feel like I have been limited because of my, because of my 
gender identity in regard to, like, using bathrooms.” The most significant complaint from the 
youth participants in this study was about the minimal number of gender-neutral bathrooms 
available and their often inconvenient location. Almost all schools had a gender-neutral 
bathroom located in the nurse’s office, and a few of the schools had a second gender-neutral 
bathroom located on campus. Quantum talked about the issues related to only having one 
gender-neutral bathroom available in his school. He shared that he had a hard time making it 
to and from the gender-neutral bathroom in a timely manner. He worried that if he took too 
long, teachers would question him in front of the class. In an effort to avoid this questioning, 
he would run to the bathroom, often needing to use his inhaler upon his return: “I still have to 





Pink Floyd, who attended the same school as Quantum, described a similar situation:  
I end up having to sprint down. Nobody has said anything to me yet about why I'm 
taking so long to use the bathroom. I want it to stay that way because I really would 
like to avoid that conversation.  
In addition to not having a place where they felt comfortable using the bathroom, students 
also worried that they would be questioned publicly if they took too long using them. This 
adds another level of anxiety with which gender-expansive students must contend. Further, 
Jelly and M.E. brought up the fact that the locations of these facilities are often isolated and 
inconvenient: 
Jelly: Yeah, I mean, in terms of, like, support, there are, although they're limited, 
there are gender-neutral bathroom options. And there's a gender-neutral locker-room, 
locker-room option which is also, like, limited, but a lot of that is ...  
M.E.: It's like in a different location than the other locker rooms and it's not 
convenient to access. 
Jelly: It’s a long way. It's like this sphere just kind of shoved in the middle of 
this hallway. I never knew [it] existed until I found it. And they are, like, nice lockers. 
So, it's not the worst, but… 
While discussing this issue with the co-researchers, Monty described how the gender-
neutral locker-room in their school required students to find the physical education teacher 
and get a key to unlock the room, and then they would have to wear the key on a lanyard 
around their neck during class. Monty equated having to wear the lanyard around their neck 
with the scarlet “A” worn by Hester Prynne in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. 





Even when the school had gender-neutral bathrooms, some of the gender-expansive 
youth felt uneasy about using these facilities. Quantum said, 
I get a little paranoid about, like, people being around the gender-neutral bathroom if 
I'm using it just because there was a time last year where I thought that I had heard 
someone say “fag” when I was walking there…. I just, like, remember being so 
scared, and so now, like, every time I go there, like, I still, like, I still, like, look 
around me to see, like, if anyone could possibly be following me even though I do 
know we go to a pretty liberal school, but even then, there's still, there's so many 
people that just they think of stuff, like, that as a joke. And so, for the most part, I do 
feel safe, but stuff like that has knocked that down pretty well.  
There need to be ways to ensure that gender-expansive youth can use these facilities without 
being exposed as gender-expansive. The co-researchers expressed their desire to make all 
bathroom’s gender-neutral. While they understood the complexities surrounding that change, 
that co-researchers thought that all newly constructed high schools should be required to 
incorporate as many gender-neutral bathrooms as there are male and female bathrooms.  
Gender-neutral safe spaces are “on the down low.” Gender-neutral safe spaces 
appeared to be geographically hidden; they were only available in specific locations in school 
buildings and were also hidden from view completely, requiring students to know that they 
existed in order to access them. Ben talked about LGBTQ resources he happened to find 
because he often had to visit the nurse’s office, but he also expressed disappointment that 
these resources were not widely available throughout the school building: “I feel like they 
need, it shouldn't just be in the nurse's office, they should just be around because there's other 





office seems like a logical place for LGBTQ resources to be made available, though many of 
them acknowledged that they never visited the nurse’s office; therefore, they concluded that 
the resources needed to be placed in more than one location in order to be effective. The co-
researchers also discussed the underlying message conveyed by the school about the 
importance of supporting gender-expansive youth when posters for clubs, sports, and 
extracurriculars were commonplace while, by contrast, posters that could be helpful to 
gender-expansive youth students were only present in places that a small percentage of the 
student body ever visited.  
One of the participants, Jelly, mentioned that at their school there was a gender 
support group offered by the one of the social workers. One of the co-researchers, Monty, 
mentioned that they also had a support group at their school, but they described it as “a secret 
group.” They explained that in order to attend this group, students had to be invited by the 
social worker, severely limiting who could attend and who could benefit from the group. 
Monty explained, “I was talking to my guidance counselor about how I was struggling 
emotionally and how that was impacting my school work. She then mentioned that there was 
a group at school [where] I could go and talk to a social worker and other kids like me.” The 
co-researchers discussed the need for this kind of resource to be hidden to protect the identity 
of those who chose to be supported but who were not comfortable with others knowing about 
their gender identity; they also agreed that this anonymity and sense of safety could be 
preserved while still making the group more accessible for all students. Monty explained how 
beneficial this group was to them: “It made me feel less alone and more normal. I just wish I 





that they told all of their gender-expansive friends about it because it is so important for kids 
to have a space where they feel normal and safe.  
One problem noted by the gender-expansive youth, drawing from their school 
experiences, was the lack of transparency in allowing students to change their name on 
certain school documents, such as emails and school IDs. Students understood the 
complications around changing their official name, which was tied to the state’s recording 
system and to their transcripts, but many of them expressed frustration at not being offered 
the opportunity to use their chosen name on other documents such as class rosters. Louis 
explained that the school had helped him change his name on some of the documents, but he 
said,  
 I wish it was a bit more, like, spoken about because I didn't know I could change my 
name in [Aspen] x2 [i.e., a school information management system], until, like, a 
couple weeks ago…. I've just been, I've just been going through all that for no reason.  
He went on to further explain the unique circumstances around his ability to change his name 
on school documents because one of his parents did not know he was trans. Louis shared, 
So it's, it's like, we're basically asking the school to do an extra step by sending out 
two report cards, but we're not sure if the school is going to do that or not…. I'm still 
worried that something might mess up. It's kind of a risk to take, which is kinda not 
fun.  
It seemed as if the school was willing to change his name on official documents but possibly 
at the expense of his personal safety. From the perspective of an outsider, printing two report 






Monty told the co-researcher team why it was so important that their chosen name 
appeared on the class roster. They explained how they hated the first day of every school 
because the “name on the roster is how every new person in that class is introduced to you 
and you become that person.” Monty also explained that the information management 
system their school used offered the option to put “preferred name” on the roster, but the 
school had not turned on that functionality of the program. Hozier summed this up for us 
when she said, “The school is, they have to navigate a lot of stuff about this…But if you 
want to get more, if you want, it's there for the taking, but you also have to go and get it in.” 
Here, Hozier reflects that nothing was preventing the school system from making an 
adjustment that would provide comfort to, show respect for, and create more inclusive 
environments for the students based on their preferred name, but they seemed unwilling to 
put effort into simple solutions. This reinforces the idea among gender-expansive youth that, 
while schools could do more to help, they choose not to go out of their way to do anything 
except the bare minimum. It should not be the responsibility of students to force the 
implementation of these changes; that responsibility should rest instead with the adults in 
the district whose job it is to set the tone and provide a safe learning environment for the 
students.  
Resources that “try but miss the mark.” In addition to the hidden resources, the 
participants felt that there were many resources that were available to them but that often 
missed the mark because they were incomplete. They felt these resources were limited in that 
they were designed for just one of their identities without taking account the intersectionality 






Quantum stated, “But I do know, like, going to both, like, educational resources on 
autism and on LGBT community. It's like, it seems as if, like, if you're one thing, you're 
strictly that thing, and that's not the case.” Young people referenced a lack of resources that 
address both their intersectional identities and how, even within minoritized populations, 
there are inequities related to representation and available resources. Quantum believed that 
all resources were lacking in some way. He felt that many of the resources he utilized for his 
autism failed to take into account his gender identity, or vice versa, which often made him 
feel like an outsider in the one place he was supposed to feel included. Kaia supported 
Quantum’s statement when she said, 
I know that a lot of things that were geared towards young people didn't really, like, 
make the cut for me, because it was just like so inaccessible…. That's how I felt about 
a lot of certain things in school.  
Quantum and Kaia both saw faults in a system where one aspect of an individual’s personal, 
emotional, academic, or cultural identity took priority over all others. Students have “layers” 
and complicated personal histories, all of which must be addressed in an academic setting; 
only focusing on one does students a disservice.  
Eli described the safe space sticker on the door leading to the nursing suite at his 
school: “There was a rainbow triangle on the nurses off—in the nurse's office, and there 
wasn't anything else anywhere.” He then discussed that even though the sticker indicated the 
office was a safe space, there was nothing that went along with the sticker. He explained,  
We never talked about gender or sexuality or anything. Like, when they do all these 
bullying seminars, they didn't do them correctly, so they didn't help at all. And they 





Many of the resources designed for gender-expansive youth are ineffective because they are 
implemented but not placed in context; therefore, they are ineffective at best. According to 
Eli, putting something in place that has no substance or action to back it up is ineffectual and 
insulting since there is no outcome that positively affects the students. Gestures like the “safe 
space” sticker neither create environments that help gender-expansive youth nor utilize the 
opportunity to provide a learning experience for the rest of the student body on inclusivity.  
Other resources intended to help gender-expansive students can further marginalize 
them because of how they are stereotypically seen by society. This includes the loss of 
programs and community groups that students can no longer participate in once they 
transition. They often become unwelcome in those spaces because their identities change. 
Stanley revealed that this happened to him once he transitioned because a group he had been 
involved with was for women only. Stanley was in a “women in STEM” program for three 
years of high school. Because of society’s stance on promoting women in the sciences, the 
school prioritized the program, and he felt included. However, Stanley said, “Once I came 
out, I still went to those things because I'm still as a trans person, still marginalized person in 
STEM. But I went from being [part of] an over-representative group of white gay women in 
STEM to a very underrepresented group, even in those spaces intended for marginalized 
people.” It seemed like the school did not create a way to support both marginalized groups 
at the same time for this type of program. Stanley continued, “People couldn't get past the 
fact that I am still a white dude, but I can also be marginalized at the same time.” Stanley’s 
specific experience with being excluded is representative of many gender-expansive youth 
because their identity is deemed to have only one main component, and schools do not allow 





Subtheme 3: Putting on a Show 
 It became apparent through the data analysis that all parties involved in the 
educational system engaged in some level of performative behavior. Rather than make actual 
changes to the environment or to personal actions and thought processes, most faculty, staff, 
parents, and members of the school community, according to the gender-expansive youth 
participants, were putting on an act. The co-researchers felt that gender-expansive students 
had to engage in performances of their gender identities and gender expressions as a way to 
fit the approved social interactions that had been set up.  
Student performances: Fitting in. During their 12 years of formal education in their 
district, Jelly transitioned from a female to a male and then identified as nonbinary. Jelly 
described how they were expected to engage with school differently when they identified as 
female than when they identified as male, and how there was no longer an expectation to fit 
in when one existed outside the male-female binary. Jelly described it in this way: 
having the experience of, like, having, like, lived as a girl and also, like, you know, 
having some, having lived as a guy, like, kind of, what the gray area in between is in 
terms of, like, how, like, girls are treated in educational spaces versus guys are unlike 
what aspects of, like, both of those experiences I experienced in terms of, like, how 
much and how, like, teachers expect me to participate. How teachers expect me to 
participate compared to how they expect, like, girls or boys to participate. Like, what 
kind of space I take up in a classroom compared to, like, oftentimes boys are expected 
to take up a lot of, like, larger outer space as opposed to girls are expected to be 





expected space for people, like, who consider themselves gender expansive, because, 
you know, they're just not as acknowledged.  
Many expectations around classroom behavior are social constructs based on gender that 
have existed for so long that judgement of students is expected. Deviation from gender norms 
makes the student stand out in a negative way, contributes to the student’s feelings of 
exclusion and frustration over non-acceptance of their gender identity. Performance is 
pervasive, and there is an expectation for children to perform in a way that represents their 
gender. For gender-expansive youth, this becomes another hurdle in their pursuit of academic 
inclusion. This extends to behaviors required in interactions with both students and teachers. 
M.E. explained, 
I think at a basic level when someone who's, like, transitioning or questioning their 
gender identity, I think that takes up a lot of mental space in, like, your mind, I guess. 
And I think a lot of, I mean, at least for me and for other people, like, it's hard to 
focus on, like, your education when that's something that, like, it's constantly in the 
back of your mind when you're, like, in at school in a social environment, constantly 
interacting with peers and, like, staff and administration and you're worried about, 
like, whether or not people are going to misgender you, like how other people are 
perceiving, like, how you're acting, and I think that just being a constant influence on, 
like, what you're thinking about can take up a lot of stuff.  
M.E.’s experience shows the anxiety and insecurities that arise when students feel the need to 
adapt or hide parts of their identity to succeed in a classroom. By constantly critiquing their 





In turn, this can affect their overall health and their ability to feel accepted by their school 
community.  
 The co-researchers discussed the difficulties of being teenagers in today’s society and 
the feeling of self-consciousness that arise when expressing oneself in a classroom. They 
found some solidarity describing what and why school was difficult for them. Lee remarked, 
“I know how hard it is for me, as a White, Christian cis-het person to feel comfortable in 
school. I can’t imagine what it’s like for others who don’t have my privilege.” Participants 
Alpha and Kaia expressed the need to fit in and be accepted by those around them; therefore, 
they performed according to societal expectations. They also recognized how being gender-
expansive or different amplified this feeling for them, which Alpha explained in this way:  
I would say that I go to a lot of effort to try to blend in. I don't really feel like I have 
the space to assert an identity outside of what is expected. So I tried to, you know, 
find some kind of compromise with being true to what I feel and what I feel like the 
people around me want.  
Kaia echoed this sentiment: 
I know that for me, the way that I wanted to express myself, I felt I sort of, felt like I 
had to limit myself in a way of, like, I have to conform to everyone else. Otherwise, I 
didn't feel valid in my, just who I am in general, not even just a piece of me, just, like, 
my entire being. I felt like, “Oh, I'm not valid person because I don't conform.”  
The students participants understood that schools, and an education in general, are 
necessary in society, especially as it becomes harder to earn a living without a higher degree. 
The participants recognized the importance of succeeding in school despite their differences 





challenging. Other roadblocks in their education included external factors such as race, 
socioeconomic status, and familial relationships. The end result was that these young people 
believed they needed to be even more invested in education because of the societal 
discrimination they might endure. Mickey explained that the fear of social discrimination 
made him feel like he needed to perform even better in school, in a way that allowed him to 
maximize his educational attainment:  
I feel like, you know, when I came out as trans, I really, like, buckle[d] down, I was 
like, Okay, I really need to like figure out my stuff here. Like, I really need to get 
good grades. I really need to because there's a chance that, like, somebody could fire 
me because [they] find out I'm trans or they literally, anything could happen, like, you 
know, being trans or LGBT in general. It just like, it lowers your chances of, like, you 
know, being a successful person. 
The co-researcher team wanted people’s differences to be celebrated instead of ignored or, 
worse, being a reason to reprimand them. The co-researchers believed that if students felt 
supported, not just tolerated, they would feel more themselves, more confident, and 
eventually, better able to succeed.  
The co-researcher team raised the following question: “When does trying to be 
inclusive actually become a way to exclude people?” By pointing out the differences between 
people, a school community can actually make students feel less a part of the group and more 
aware of the ways they are separated from their peers. This was reflected in Alpha’s 
experience:  
I'm not saying this is a good thing, but in a lot of ways, it feels harder to live 





and acceptance for all students…. It's just, like, maybe it'd be easier to, like, avoid 
being questioned or to have to aggressively distance myself from this, you know, or 
like me, you'd be easier to just, like, know how people go around the same pronouns.  
Alpha did not propose a solution to the problem but knew that being distanced from peers in 
any way can have a negative impact on gender-expansive students’ feelings of belonging. 
Recently, in the district I work in there has been a push by school counselors and social 
workers to have teachers ask students about their preferred pronouns, and I think there is an 
assumption that asking for people’s pronouns is a sign of greater inclusiveness. Yet, Alpha 
felt an added pressured when asked about their pronoun because it forced them to confront 
their identity when they were not ready or when they did not have a safe space in which to do 
so.  
Passing. Passing or being stealth are terms used be some gender-expansive people to 
describe a gender-expansive person who lives completely as their true gender without 
revealing their sex assigned at birth. Passing as their self-identified gender allows 
transgender people to escape some of the discrimination they would face otherwise. 
(Anderson et al., 2020). Some of the transgender youth in this study spoke about the 
pressures of being transgender and of needing to pass, and how, once they identified as 
transgender, it forced them into the male-female binary, which then forced them to hyper-
express their gender. They also spoke of the constant body dysmorphia they felt and how 
they never believed they would pass. This contributed to their anxiety and decreased their 
desire to participate in social interactions because they did not want to have to explain their 





I’m a bit worried and scared to explore more into my identity out, like, outwards 
presenting because I’m worried that, like, I’ve just kind of earned everybody’s, like, 
respect as a man. And if I, if I, like, touch that gentle balance at all, that everyone’s 
going to start seeing me as a girl. Again, if I show a slip, even more of a sliver of 
femininity … if you’re a trans man, you have to be like hyper-masculine, or a trans 
woman, then you have to be hyper-feminine, when that’s not true. But sometimes in 
our society cisgender people can really only understand if, like, trans people express 
like, hyperlily ... probably not the right word…. It’s like, cis-men can explore with 
femininity and not be called a woman unless it’s drag, but that’s kind of a different 
thing. But, um, if trans, if trans men do it, then they get constantly questioned, “Are 
you sure you’re actually man?” which is not fun.  
Louis felt a sense of security and accomplishment in passing as a male and did not 
want to risk that by showing the multiple sides to his identity. Many gender-expansive youth 
feel they need to live up to a societal definition of their identified gender, and if they do not, 
their life becomes more complicated. Society sees gender as a binary rather than its true 
spectrum, which makes exploring the range of gender identity vulnerable to judgement. This 
is extremely detrimental to those who are non-binary and those who wish to explore their 
identity in a more nuanced way. If students were accepted for traits and behaviors on the 
spectrum of gender norms, they would not be forced to try to pass for their identified gender. 
In becoming more aware of who they actually are rather than who they are expected to be, 
students gain confidence and self-esteem that could minimize their anxiety and benefit their 





School performances: Keeping up appearances. According to the participants, 
schools themselves engaged in some performative behavior with students and with the 
community in order to put forth an image. This performative behavior added to the students’ 
perception the school tolerating but not supporting. The co-researchers thought the 
performance indicated that the school (and by extension the school’s staff and 
administration) was trying to put forth the appearance of support and understanding without 
investing any substantive effort beyond the appearance. When asked if he thought schools 
were accepting of and welcoming toward gender-expansive youth, Louis replied, “I think 
they are in, like, a gray space in between.” He then elaborated further, “Like, they're a little 
bit welcoming, but they're more just tolerating. Yeah, they're more just like, ‘Yeah, we're 
letting them do their thing and I guess it's okay.’ That's what it feels like sometimes.” Lloyd 
then added,  
Yeah, so it's like, like, I feel like they're not always, like, welcoming but I feel like 
they're just tolerating, like, like, I feel like they don't usually, like, say something 
against [LGBTQ issues] but I feel like they're not, like, welcoming in, like, a fully, 
fully accepting, like, kind of being, like, “Hey, here are the resources to make you 
feel more comfortable, like, like, for that, like, everyone should know about.”  
Aria added to this conversation by saying, “You have, like, signs up that say ‘This school is 
welcoming towards people who are, like, certain things” but then…” Louis interjected, “But 
then the school doesn’t do anything about it when anything bad happens.” He went on to 
describe a situation that had happened the previous year. He and a few of his friends were 
being harassed by cisgender, heterosexual White girls who repeatedly used homophobic slurs 





Louis said, “The school didn't do anything about it basically, like by doing nothing, 
condoning it, which is not fun to be in an environment with.” Just as with the teacher inaction 
described earlier, the administration did nothing to stop the discrimination faced by these 
gender-expansive youth, sending the message that unless one fit within the societal norms, 
they were not valued and it did not matter if they were discriminated against.  
Lloyd in particular thought the current political climate contributed directly to the 
limited resources available and partly to blame for the lack of LGBTQ education in schools. 
He implied that the school had to engage in a performance in the political arena, describing 
his understanding of this performance between schools and politics in this way: 
I feel like the reason for schools not like, fully touching upon [LGBTQ issues] is with 
recent political things that have been going on and how school, every school, has 
some limits to what they can teach and what if it interferes with, like, political views, 
then sometimes schools are a little bit scared to bring that up when really it's like the 
LGTBQ community and education is partially political. It still should be taught, and 
it's still should be like, like, people should have knowledge about it.  
Louis described the school’s role in the performance as the face of the community and how it 
was often difficult to navigate the tension between two sides. He said, “They're trying to keep 
a balance between keeping people who don't like, like LGBT people, and like acknowledging 
them at all, and people who want acceptance and trying to keep a balance of keeping both of 
them happy.”  
To the participants, it seemed that schools were happy to keep up this performance of 
supporting inclusivity for gender-expansive students and creating a safe environment, but 





other legal action, rather than actually trying to make students’ lives better. Stanley felt that 
the school supported him until he had “too many issues.” The school made him feel like he 
was accessing too many resources for too many different reasons, and that he could not have 
them all. Stanley said, 
One of the things people always ask me is, “Are you sure you're not just doing this 
for attention? Because you, you've kind of filled up your boxes of things that can be 
wrong with you. You know what? You can't keep coming up with more, like, you're 
at the limit son, like, I don't know want to tell you.” And so, like, that kind of made it 
difficult to access some of the things that I needed, because I was already accessing 
some of the resources at my school for people with anxiety. And then when my 
parents got divorced, and, like, kind of grappling with an unhealthy home 
environment, um, I was already accessing those resources. And I wanted trans 
resources. “No. Too many.”  
Regarding his access to resources related to his gender identity, which is a newer challenge 
student face in school, Stanley felt the school did the bare minimum. In that same discussion, 
Elisria added, “It's like one of those things … like, you need three of them, but you can only 
pick two type things. It's like you have to sacrifice one to have two.” Stanley agreed, adding, 
“But I need all of them.” 
Conclusion 
It is not enough for schools to merely tolerate gender-expansive youth. According to 
participants’ responses, they need to be fully supported in such a way that they feel welcome, 
understood, and wanted in their schools. They need full access to those resources that will 





solely because it is expected. No matter a student’s academic ability, when the experience 
mistreatment by peers and adults—and the attendant negative feelings brought on by that 
mistreatment—gender-expansive students face adversity in their academic pursuits. They are 
often unable to balance their anxiety and fears about being accepted and wanted in their 
school with their need to focus on their academics and their educational goals.  
The data collected through the focus group discussions suggests that gender-
expansive youth often perceive and experience education in judgmental, harmful, and hurtful 
ways. Most of the data indicated that gender-expansive youth in this study felt tolerated by 
their school systems, teachers, staff, and peers but not supported or accepted by them. Based 
on the data—namely the stories shared by participants—the co-researchers developed several 
ideas about creating action plans to improve the educational experience for all youth. As 
highlighted in the stories provided by the gender-expansive youth students were impacted 
significantly as they tried to navigate the complex world of high school as well as society. 
More specifically, there was a significant emotional impact manifested through their 
interactions with peers and staff. Students felt like they were merely tolerated because they 
were students, and the institution was obligated to tolerate them because schools were 
ostensibly created in service of them. Indeed, schools were created to educate all students; 
however, the gender-expansive youth did not feel they were supported in any significant, 
life-altering way. Students also felt that their schools only focused on them in an academic 
sense (i.e., in the context of grades) and that they were not seen as people encompassing 
many different identities, of which student was only one. If a school did provide supports 





students could access while also obtaining supports in other areas of their lives such as 













It's just like, if the only time we're going to learn about ourselves is in a negative 
light, you can't be shocked when kids end up hating themselves for who they are.  
—Pink Floyd, focus group participant 
 
In this chapter, I describe the analysis and findings of the quantitative data collected 
via the Q-sort. As described previously, Q-sort is a research method designed to examine a 
participant’s viewpoint by asking them to rank a series of statements along a continuum. 
These statements can then be quantified and analyzed using factor analysis (Watts & Stenner, 
2012). The Q-sort for this study was created by the second co-researcher team and developed 
from questions that emerged as the co-researchers analyzed the focus group interviews. 
Though there were five co-researchers in the second research team, only one of them 
identified as gender expansive; all others self-identified as cisgender and heterosexual. 
During the collective’s research meetings, we analyzed the focus group discussions. These 
discussions led to moments of solidarity between the co-researchers and the participants. As 
a result, co-researchers wanted to determine if the school experiences of the young people 
were similar, regardless of gender identity or sexuality. Twenty Q-sorts were conducted 





heterosexual). Seven Q-sorts were conducted with gender-expansive youth, five with 
cisgender non-heterosexual youth, and eight with cisgender heterosexual youth. There were 
three collective research meetings during which the group discussed the Q-sorts and 
considered common themes. All of the co-researchers and participants in the Q-sort attended 
the same public high school in northeastern Massachusetts.  
The youth participatory action research collective in this study developed the Q-sort 
in order to answer the following question: How can cisgender students enter into solidarity 
with gender expansive youth to improve schooling for all?  Given the recurrent moments of 
solidarity, youth co-researchers were interested in determining if, and to what extent, other 
subgroups in the school were experienced and engaged in school in the same way as gender-
expansive youth. As a result, the co-researcher teams decided they wanted to conduct the Q-
sort with three distinct (self-identifying) subgroups of students: those who identified as 
gender-expansive (i.e., transgender, non-binary, nonconforming), cisgender non-heterosexual 
(i.e., gay, lesbian, bisexual, asexual) and cisgender heterosexual youth. All youth were 
administered the same Q-sort and asked the same series of follow-up questions. The co-
researchers chose gender-expansive youth as one of our subgroups because it was our 
population of interest. They chose cisgender heterosexual youth because they believed this 
category represented the opposite extreme of our population of interest. Finally, they chose 
cisgender non-heterosexual youth because the literature has tended to group non-heterosexual 
and gender-expansive youth under the same umbrella (Cochran et al., 2002; Greytak et al., 
2009; Toomey et al., 2010) regardless of the fact that gender and sexuality are not the same. 
This led to a deeper understanding of the experiences of gender-expansive youth, and the co-





every day, allowing them to unite with their gender-expansive peers in solidarity around 
being teenagers caught in an inherently and systemically racist, homophobic, xenophobic, 
and transphobic system.  
Findings 
Given that there were three distinct groups of participants, we3 first determined the 
highest and lowest ranked statements for the entire population of young people who 
participated in the Q-sort. This gave us a better understanding of how each subgroup 
compared to the overall population. This was done by calculating the mean score of each 
item by its placement in the Q-sort by each participant. Q-sort participants were asked to rank 
47 statements along a continuum, from those they believed were “most representative of their 
experience/beliefs” to “least representative of their experience/beliefs.” (See Appendix E for 
a list of all Q-sort statements.) In an effort to quantify the statements and therefore the beliefs 
and experiences of participants, each location along the continuum was assigned a numerical 
value. The statements the participants felt were most representative of their experiences were 
given a value of +5, whereas the statements that were least representative were given a value 
of -5. Figure 5 shows the value of each location along the Q-sort continuum.  
  
 







Value of Each Statement Location Along the Q-sort Distribution  
 
 
Using each participant’s individual Q-sort, a composite was created in order to 
determine the viewpoints of young people as a whole. This composite was created by 
determining where each statement ranked for the individual and then calculating the mean. 
The range of each item could rank anywhere from -5 to +5. As in the Q-sort, the closer the 
mean average to +5, the closer the items ranked in terms of “most representative of 
experience/beliefs” of all the participants. Conversely, the closer the mean average to -5, the 
closer the items ranked in terms of “least representative of experience/beliefs” of all the 
participants. The range for the mean was -4.00 to +4.05. Table 7 showed the highest and 







Statement Rankings Across All Participants 
Item No. Statement Mean 
Highest Ranked Statements 
33 Not all gender-expansive youth are the same 4.05 
38 Have gender-expansive youth peers 3.60 
2 Would feel comfortable attending prom (other dances) and school-
sponsored events 
2.60 
9 Have felt supported by peers 2.40 
32 Believe that there is a community for gender-expansive youth 2.00 
18 Feel like a part of the school community 1.90 
Lowest Ranked Statements 
44 Feel the school adequately educates students about identity -2.20 
25 Feel gender-expansive people are aggressive if you accidentally 
misgender them 
-2.20 
37 Feel that gender-expansive youth are visible/identifiable by how they 
look 
-2.25 
35 Believe your gender is determined by your biological sex -3.25 
10 Believe gender-expansive youth are just confused -3.60 
41 Feel there are only two genders (male and female) -4.00 
 
The research collective drew three conclusions from this list of ranked items. First, it 
appeared that, taken as a large group, students felt comfortable at school, as evidenced by the 
high rankings of statements such as “feel comfortable attending prom (other dances) and 
school-sponsored events” (mean value = 2.60), “have felt supported by peers” (mean value = 
2.40), and “feel like part of the school community” (mean value = 1.90). Second, it seemed 
that the notion of gender as a social construct was reasonably understood by the youth 
participants, as supported by the very low rankings of statements such as “feel there are only 





your biological sex” (mean value = -3.25). Finally, statements such as “not all gender-
expansive youth are the same” (mean value = 4.05), “have gender-expansive youth peers” 
(mean value = 3.60), “believe that there is a community for gender-expansive youth” (mean 
value = 2.00), “feel gender-expansive people are aggressive if you accidentally misgender 
them” (mean value = -2.20), “feel that gender-expansive youth are visible/identifiable by 
how they look” (mean value = -2.25), and “believe gender expansive youth are just 
confused” (mean value = -3.60), indicated that the participants understood and accepted that 
gender-expansive youth exist outside of the binary.  
Characterizing Statements 
Characterizing statements are those with high factor loading scores at either the 
positive and negative extremes of the distribution (van Exel & De Graaf, 2005). An example 
of a characterizing statement identified by the gender-expansive youth is “Not all gender 
expansive youth are the same” since it received a high factor loading, with a Z-score of 
2.192, had a factor array score of 5, and had a mean score of 4.71. Z-scores are able to give 
the relative ranking of each statement within the factor; that is, it denotes agreement between 
the statements and the factor. The absolute magnitude of the Z-score gives the importance of 
the statement within the factor (Zabala & Pascual, 2016). For this reason, the co-researchers 
chose to focus on statements that had a Z score with an absolute magnitude greater than or 
equal to 1. This means that it was 1 standard deviation unit above the mean, which means 
that, statistically, the data analysis only focused on approximately 32% of the highest and 
lowest ranked statements. Finally, Z scores across different distributions can be compared 
because, statistically, they offer a universal comparison across normal distributions—that is, 





us to interpret how each subgroup engaged in school and to compare the experiences of the 
different subgroups.  
Q-sort Data 
To determine if a particular Q-sort loads significantly onto a factor, a significant 
loading factor must be calculated. Equation 1 allowed us to calculate the significant loading 
factor: 
𝐹𝑜𝑟 𝑝 < 0.01, 2.58 𝑥 (
1
√𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑖𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑠 𝑖𝑛 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑄−𝑠𝑒𝑡
) (Watts & Stenner, 2012 p. 198).  
For this study, the significant loading factor was 0.38. Any Q-sort that loaded significantly 
on a particular factor was kept. If a Q-sort loaded significantly onto two (or more) factors, it 
was determined to be confounded and was not used to construct the final factor estimates.  
Data Presentation 
The data are presented here in a series of tables that show the characterizing 
statements for each of the three subgroups (e.g., gender expansive, cisgender non-
heterosexual, and cisgender heterosexual). All of the tables indicate the characterizing 
statements and their corresponding Z-scores and factor arrays for each subgroup. The 
characterizing statements for each subgroup are displayed in Tables 8–10. Table 11 shows 
the characterizing statements that all of the Q-sorts had in common. Table 12 shows the 
characterizing statements that two subgroups had in common, as well as the Z-score/factor 
array for the subgroup for which it did not rank highly. Table 13 indicates the characterizing 







Seven gender-expansive youth conducted the Q-sort. Factor 1 had an Eigenvalue of 
4.08 and explained 58% of the variance. Six of the seven participants loaded significantly 
onto this single factor. One Q-sort confounded on two factors and was therefore not used in 
the construction of the factor estimates. Table 8 summarizes the characterizing statements for 
gender-expansive youth. Appendix G includes a complete list of statements and Z-scores for 

















Highest Ranked Statements 
33 Not all gender-expansive youth are the same 2.192 5 4.71 
11 Teachers are embarrassed to talk about identity, race, and/or 
gender 
1.758 5 3.43 
38 Have gender-expansive youth peers 1.432 4 3.14 
36 Feel people are embarrassed to talk/avoid talking about 
gender identity/expression 
1.292 4 2.57 
2 Would feel comfortable attending prom (other dances) and 
school-sponsored events 
1.220 4 2.57 
32 Believe that there is a community for gender-expansive 
youth 
1.214 3 2.57 
18 Feel like a part of the school community 1.022 3 2.43 
Lowest Ranked Statements 
3 Have seen myself/my identity represented in the curriculum -1.048 -3 -2.14 
31 Feel that people who change their gender go against 
religious beliefs 
-1.095 -3 -2.43 
37 Feel that gender-expansive youth are visible/identifiable by 
how they look 
-1.227 -3 -2.57 
44 Feel the school adequately educates students about identity -1.458 -4 -3.00 
25 Feel gender-expansive people are aggressive if you 
accidentally misgender them 
-1.616 -4 -3.29 
35 Believe your gender is determined by your biological sex -1.853 -4 -4.14 
10 Believe gender-expansive youth are just confused -2.023 -5 -4.29 




The characterizing statements for the gender-expansive youth fell within four areas: 
(a) community, (b) school experience, (c) curriculum, and (d) gender identity spectrum. As 
evidenced by the high positive Z-scores associated with the following statements, the 





events” (Z-score = 1.220), “believe there is a community for gender-expansive youth” (Z-
score = 1.214), and “feel like a part of the school community” (Z-score = 1.022). Thus, it 
appeared that gender-expansive youth felt like part of the school community.  
The school experience around discussing gender was not positive for the gender-
expansive youth, as evidenced by the scores associated with the statements “teachers are 
embarrassed to talk about identity, race, and/or gender” (Z-score = 1.758) and “people are 
embarrassed to talk/avoid talking about gender identity/expression” (Z-score = 1.292). The 
gender-expansive youth felt there was a lack of representation in the curriculum, as could be 
seen in the high negative Z-score for the statement “have seen myself/my identity 
represented in the curriculum” (Z-score = -1.048). As would be expected, gender-expansive 
youth expressed a deep understanding and acceptance of the gender identity spectrum. This 
was seen in the high positive Z-scores associated with the statements “not all gender-
expansive youth are the same” (Z-score = 2.192) and “have gender-expansive youth peers” 
(Z-score = 1.758).  Conversely, the following statements yielded high negative Z-scores: 
“Feel that people who change their gender go against religious beliefs” (Z-score = -1.095), 
“feel that gender expansive youth are visible/identifiable by how they look” (Z-score = -
1.227), “feel gender-expansive people are aggressive if you accidentally misgender them” 
(Z-score = -1.616), “believe your gender is determined by your biological sex” (Z-score = -
1.853), “believe gender-expansive youth are just confused” (Z-score = -2.023), and “feel 
there are only two genders (male and female)” (Z-score = -2.185).  
Cisgender Non-Heterosexual Youth 
Five cisgender non-heterosexual youth conducted the Q-sort. Factor 1 had an 





onto this single factor. Table 9 summarizes the characterizing statements for the cisgender 
non-heterosexual youth. Appendix H includes a complete list of statements and Z-scores for 
the cisgender non-heterosexual youth.  
 
Table 9  










9 Have felt supported by peers 1.966 5 3.60 
38 Have gender-expansive youth peers 1.836 5 4.00 
2 Would feel comfortable attending prom (other dances) and 
school-sponsored events 
1.637 4 3.20 
33 Not all gender-expansive youth are the same 1.540 4 3.60 
21 Feel safe at school 1.421 4 2.80 
18 Feel like a part of the school community 1.262 3 2.00 
24 Feel I have people I can talk to when struggling 1.175 3 2.40 
22 Feel supported by teachers and staff 1.118 3 2.20 
Low-Ranking Statements 
46 Feel that the high school is an unfriendly, intimidating, and 
scary place 
-1.068 -3 -2.00 
6 Am discriminated against because of how I identify -1.153 -3 -1.80 
8 Feel I have been treated unfairly by teachers because of my 
identity 
-1.162 -4 -1.60 
4 Feel I have been disciplined as a result of my identity -1.178 -4 -2.60 
10 Believe gender-expansive youth are just confused -1.580 -4 -3.60 
35 Believe your gender is determined by your biological sex -1.792 -5 -3.60 
41 Feel there are only two genders (male and female) -2.122 -5 -4.20 
 
 
The characterizing statements for cisgender non-heterosexual youth fell into three 





and (c) gender identity spectrum. A strong sense of community was evidenced by the high 
positive Z-scores associated with the following statements: “Would feel comfortable 
attending prom (other dances) and school-sponsored events” (Z-score = 1.637), “feel safe at 
school” (Z-score = 1.421), “feel like a part of the school community” (Z-score = 1.262). By 
contrast, the statement “feel that the high school is an unfriendly, intimidating, and scary 
place” (Z-score = -1.068) had a high negative Z-score. The acceptance that cisgender non-
heterosexuals felt in school could be seen through statements such as "feel I have been 
treated unfairly by teachers because of my identity” (Z-score = -1.162), “am discriminated 
against because of how I identify” (Z-score = -1.153), and “feel I have been disciplined as a 
result of my identity” (Z-score = -1.178), all of which had high negative Z-scores. Cisgender 
non-heterosexual students felt supported by members of the school, as supported by the high 
positive Z-scores for the statements “have felt supported by peers” (Z-score = 1.966), “feel I 
have people I can talk to when struggling” (Z-score = 1.175), “feel supported by teachers and 
staff” (Z-score = 1.118). Finally, the participants’ understanding of gender identity was 
reflected in the high positive Z-scores associated with the statements “have gender-expansive 
youth peers” (Z-score = 1.838), “not all gender-expansive youth are the same” (Z-score = 
1.540), while “believe gender-expansive youth are just confused” (Z-score = -1.580), 
“believe your gender is determined by your biological sex” (Z-score = -1.792), and “feel 
there are only two genders (male and female)” (Z-score = -2.122) yielded high negative Z-
scores.  
Cisgender Heterosexual Youth 
Eight cisgender heterosexual youth conducted the Q-sort. These youth loaded onto 





Six of the eight participants loaded onto this single factor. Factor 2 had an Eigenvalue of 0.67 
and explained 8% of the variance. One of the eight participants loaded onto this factor, but 
due to its low Eigenvalue and because it accounted for less than 50% of the previous 
variance, Factor 2 was discarded, as recommend by the Kaiser-Guttman criterion (Guttman, 
1954; Kaiser, 1960, 1970, as cited in Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 106). One of the eight 
participants confounded on two factors and was therefore not used in the construction of the 
factor estimates. Table 10 summarizes the characterizing statements for the cisgender 
heteronormative youth. Appendix I includes a complete list of statements and Z-scores for 


















38 Have gender-expansive youth peers  1.913 5 3.75 
33 Not all gender-expansive youth are the same 1.844 5 3.75 
12 Feel welcome in all afterschool activities (clubs, sports) 1.616 4 2.13 
9 Have felt supported by peers 1.461 4 2.38 
14 Am accepted by all of my peers 1.307 4 1.63 
2 Would feel comfortable attending prom (other dances) and 
school-sponsored events 
1.279 3 2.25 
3 Have seen myself/my identity represented in the curriculum 1.197 3 1.38 
18 Feel like a part of the school community 1.179 3 1.38 
15 Feel recognized for who I am 1.092 3 1.50 
Low-Ranking Statements 
20 Feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw 
discriminatory behavior or language they would act on it 
-1.040 -3 -1.50 
17 Feel confident that reporting discriminatory behavior or 
language would result in action from administration 
-1.119 -3 -1.63 
37 Feel that gender-expansive youth are visible/identifiable by 
how they look 
-1.136 -3 -2.38 
16 Feel my academic performance has been impacted because 
of my identity 
-1.331 -4 -2.13 
31 Feel that people who change their gender go against 
religious beliefs 
-1.420 -4 -1.63 
35 Believe your gender is determined by your biological sex -1.423 -4 -2.25 
10 Believe gender-expansive youth are just confused -1.882 -5 -3.00 
41 Feel there are only two genders (male and female) -1.895 -5 -3.25 
 
 
The characterizing statements for the cisgender heterosexual youth participants fell 
into four main categories: (a) community and acceptance in school, (b) support, (c) 





community and high levels of acceptance were evidenced by the high positive Z-scores 
associated with statements such as “feel welcome in all afterschool activities (clubs, sports)” 
(Z-score = 1.616), “would feel comfortable attending prom (other dances) and school-
sponsored events” (Z-score = 1.279), and “feel like a part of the school community” (Z-score 
= 1.179). Cisgender heterosexual youth felt very supported in school, as was reflected in the 
high positive Z-scores associated with the following statements: “Have felt supported by 
peers” (Z-score = 1.461), “am accepted by all of my peers” (Z-score = -1.307), and “feel 
recognized for who I am” (Z-score = -1.092). Notably, these youth did not believe that 
others—that is, those who may exist outside the “accepted normal”—would be supported by 
teachers or administrators as suggested by the high negative Z-scores associated with the 
statements “feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw discriminatory behavior or 
language they would act on it” (Z-score = -1.040) and “feel confident that reporting 
discriminatory behavior or language would result in action from administration” (Z-score =  
-1.119). Within the category of academics and curriculum, cisgender heterosexual youth saw 
themselves reflected in the curriculum, as evidenced by the high positive Z-score for the 
statement “have seen myself/my identity represented in the curriculum” (Z-score = 1.197). 
They did not believe that their academic performance was impacted by their identity, as 
suggested by responses to the statement “feel my academic performance has been impacted 
because of my identity” (Z-score = -1.331). Finally, as with the other two subgroups, the 
cisgender heterosexual youth appeared to possess an understanding of gender identity, as 
seen in the high positive Z-scores for the statements “have gender-expansive youth peers” 
(Z-score = 1.913) and “not all gender-expansive youth are the same” (Z-score = 1.9844), 





-1.136), “feel that people who change their gender go against religious beliefs” (Z-score =  
-1.420), “believe your gender is determined by your biological sex” (Z-score = -1.423), 
“believe gender-expansive youth are just confused” (Z-score = -1.882), and “feel there are 
only two genders (male and female)” (Z-score = -1.895) all yielded high negative Z-scores.  
Comparing Characterizing Statements 
The following tables show which statements were held in common by all three 
subgroups (Table 11), which statements were held in common by two subgroups (Table 12), 
and which were unique to each subgroup (Table 13). Each table also denotes the relative Z-





























2 Would feel comfortable 
attending prom (other 
dances) and school-
sponsored events 
1.220 4 1.637 4 1.279 3 
10 Believe gender-expansive 
youth are just confused 
-2.023 -5 -1.580 -4 -1.882 -5 
18 Feel like a part of the 
school community 
1.022 3 1.262 3 1.179 3 
33 Not all gender-expansive 
youth are the same 
2.192 5 1.540 4 1.913 5 
35 Believe your gender is 
determined by your 
biological sex 
-1.853 -4 -1.792 -5 -1.423 -4 
38 Have gender-expansive 
youth peers  
1.432 4 1.836 5 1.844 5 
41 Feel there are only two 
genders (male and 
female) 
-2.185 -5 -2.122 -5 -1.895 -5 
 
 
As shown in the preceding table, all subgroups had a similar understanding of gender 
identity. All three groups ranked the statements “believe your gender is determined by your 
biological sex” (Z-scoreGEY4 = -2.185, Z-scoreCNH5 = -2.112, Z-scoreCHE6 = -1.895), “believe 
gender-expansive youth are just confused” (Z-scoreGEY = -2.023, Z-scoreCNH = -1.580, Z-
scoreCHE = -1.882), and “feel there are only two genders (male and female)” (Z-scoreGEY =  
 
4 Z-scoreGEY = score for gender expansive youth 
5 Z-scoreCNH = score for cisgender non-heterosexual youth 





-2.185, Z-scoreCNH = -2.122, Z-scoreCHE = -1.895) with the highest negative Z-scores. For all 
three subgroups, the following statements yielded high positive Z-scores: “Not all gender-
expansive youth are the same” (Z-scoreGEY = 2.192, Z-scoreCNH = 1.540, Z-scoreCHE = 1.844) 
and “have gender-expansive youth peers” (Z-scoreGEY = 1.432, Z-scoreCNH = 1.836, Z-
scoreCHE = 1.913). Additionally, it appeared that all groups felt some connection to the school 
community since the following statements also had high positive Z-scores statements: 
“Would feel comfortable attending prom (other dances) and school-sponsored events” (Z-
scoreGEY = 1.220, Z-scoreCNH = 1.637, Z-scoreCHE = 1.279) and “feel like a part of the school 
community” (Z-scoreGEY = 1.022, Z-scoreCNH = 1.262, Z-scoreCHE = 1.179). The Z-scores 
and factor array values were comparable (relative to one another) for all of these statements 
. 
Table 12 


















3 Have seen myself/my 
identity represented in 
the curriculum 
-1.048 -3 -0.663 -1 1.197 3 
9 Have felt supported by 
peers 
0.728 2 1.966 5 1.461 4 
31 Feel that people who 
change their gender go 
against religious 
beliefs 
-1.095 -3 -0.931 -3 -1.420 -4 
37 Feel that gender-
expansive youth are 
visible/identifiable by 
how they look 






 The statements that were deemed important by at least two subgroups fell into three 
categories: the gender identity spectrum, support, and school experience. Unlike the other 
characterizing statements whose Z-scores and factor arrays were more comparable to one 
another, these characterizing statements had greater variability. The characterizing statements 
around gender identity that had absolute Z-scores above 1 were associated with gender-
expansive youth and cisgender heterosexual youth. In the area of support, it was cisgender 
non-heterosexual and cisgender heterosexual youth that yielded absolute Z-scores above one. 
Regarding school experience, it was again gender-expansive youth and cisgender 
heterosexual youth that had absolute Z-scores above 1.  
 The statements related to individual understanding and acceptance of the gender 
spectrum—“feel that people who change their gender go against religious beliefs” (Z-
scoreGEY = -1.095, Z-scoreCNH = -0.931, Z-scoreCHE = -1.420) and “feel that gender-
expansive youth are visible/identifiable by how they look” (Z-scoreGEY = -1.227, Z-scoreCNH 
= -0.834, Z-scoreCHE = -1.136)—all scored below the mean. Regarding support, cisgender 
non-heterosexual youth and cisgender heterosexual youth felt more support from their peers, 
as evidenced by the Z-scores for the statement “have felt supported by peers” being 1.5–2 
standard deviations above the mean (Z-scoreCNH = 1.966, Z-scoreCHE = 1.461), whereas for 
gender-expansive youth it was only 0.728 above the mean. Another area of interest was the 
school experience around curriculum.  
 Curriculum was a characterizing statement for both gender-expansive youth and 
cisgender heterosexual youth but on different ends of the spectrum. Cisgender heterosexual 
youth were more likely to perceive their identities displayed within the curriculum (Z-





did not see their identities reflected in the curriculum. This was confirmed by the Z-score for 
the statement “have seen myself/my identity represented in the curriculum” which was below 
the mean (Z-scoreGEY = -1.048, Z-scoreCNH = -0.663). Appendix J lists a complete side-by-
side comparison of statements and Z-scores for all youth. 
 
Table 13 


















4 Feel I have been 
disciplined as a result 
of my identity 
-0.528 -2 -1.178 -4 -0.728 -2 
6 Am discriminated 
against because of how 
I identify 
-0.366 -1 -1.153 -3 -0.737 -2 
8 Feel I have been 
treated unfairly by 
teachers because of my 
identity 
-0.382 -1 -1.162 -4 -0.513 -1 
11 Teachers are 
embarrassed to talk 
about identity, race 
and/or gender 
1.758 5 0.056 0 0.707 2 
12 Feel welcome in all 
afterschool activities 
(clubs, sports) 
0.166 0 0.881 2 1.616 4 
14 Am accepted by all of 
my peers 
-0.351 -1 0.889 2 1.307 4 
15 Feel recognized for 
who I am 
0.411 1 0.493 1 1.092 3 
16 Feel my academic 
performance has been 
impacted because of 
my identity 






















17 Feel confident that 
reporting 
discriminatory 
behavior or language 
would result in action 
from administration 
-0.725 -2 0.278 0 -1.119 -3 
20 Feel confident that if 
teachers or staff 
heard/saw 
discriminatory 
behavior or language 
they would act on it 
-0.860 -2 0.430 1 -1.040 -3 
21 Feel safe at school 0.346 1 1.421 4 0.613 1 
22 Feel supported by 
teachers and staff 
0.346 0 1.118 3 0.884 2 
24 Feel I have people I 
can talk to when 
struggling 
0.645 2 1.175 3 0.514 1 
25 Feel gender-expansive 
people are aggressive if 
you accidentally 
misgender them 
-1.616 -4 -0.861 -2 -0.416 -1 
32 Believe that there is a 
community for gender-
expansive youth 
1.215 3 0.983 3 0.679 2 





1.292 4 0.082 0 0.512 1 
44 Feel the school 
adequately educates 
students about identity 




 Statements that were unique to each subgroup were characterized in three areas: (a) 





spectrum. These statements had greater variability and the experiences of the different 
subgroups were more pronounced. Regarding the gender identity spectrum, all subgroups felt 
that the statement “feel gender-expansive people are aggressive if you accidentally 
misgender them” was not true (Z-scoreGEY = -1.616, Z-scoreCNH = -0.861, Z-scoreCHE = -
0.416) since it scored below the mean for all groups. The following are the most meaningful 
characterizing statements that fit into the three areas identified earlier.  
Within the area of support and acceptance, there was a wide range of feelings 
expressed by the different groups. Cisgender heterosexual youth and cisgender non-
heterosexual youth felt more welcome in extracurriculars—“feel welcome in all afterschool 
activities (clubs, sports)”—as indicated by their Z-scores, which were considerably higher 
than those of the gender-expansive youth (Z-scoreGEY = 0.166, Z-scoreCNH = 0.881, Z-
scoreCHE = 1.616). Cisgender heterosexual youth and cisgender non-heterosexual youth also 
felt more supported by teachers and staff— “feel supported by teachers and staff”—as their 
Z-scores were again considerably higher than those of gender-expansive youth (Z-scoreGEY = 
0.346, Z-scoreCNH = 1.118, Z-scoreCHE = 0.884). The acceptance they felt from their peers 
was also very different for the three subgroups. The statement “feel accepted by all of my 
peers” yielded a considerably higher Z-score for cisgender heterosexual youth and cisgender 
non-heterosexual youth than gender-expansive youth (Z-scoreGEY = -0.351, Z-scoreCNH = 
0.889, Z-scoreCHE = 1.307). The statement about having their identities recognized—“feel 
recognized for who I am”—scored considerably higher for cisgender heterosexual youth than 
for the other two subgroups (Z-scoreGEY = 0.411, Z-scoreCNH = 0.493, Z-scoreCHE = 1.092). 
Interestingly, within the area of support and acceptance, there were several instances when 





another than to the cisgender non-heterosexual youth. This occurred in relation to the 
statements “feel safe at school” (Z-scoreGEY = 0.346, Z-scoreCNH = 1.421, Z-scoreCHE = 
0.613) and “feel I have people I can talk to when struggling” (Z-scoreGEY = 0.654, Z-
scoreCNH = 1.175, Z-scoreCHE = 0.514).  
Regarding the academic portion of the school experience, there was a significant 
difference between how gender-expansive youth and the other subgroups experienced school, 
as indicated by responses to the statement “feel my academic performance has been impacted 
because of my identity” (Z-scoreGEY = 0.438, Z-scoreCNH = -0.923, Z-scoreCHE = -1.331). 
Both cisgender heterosexual youth and cisgender non-heterosexual youth scored signficantly 
below the mean, whereas gender-expansive youth scored above the mean. None of the 
subgroups believed that the school did a good job of educating its students about identity; the 
statement “feel the school adequately educates students about identity” (Z-scoreGEY = -1.458, 
Z-scoreCNH = -0.728, Z-scoreCHE = -0.613) scored below the mean for all groups yet 
considerably higher for gender-expansive youth. Regarding interactions with teachers around 
gender and identity, gender-expansive youth felt very strongly that “teachers are embarrassed 
to talk about identity, race, and/or gender” (Z-scoreGEY = 1.758, Z-scoreCNH = 0.056, Z-
scoreCHE = 0.707), while cisgender non-heterosexual youth felt very differently. It is also 
worth noting that the experience of cisgender non-heterosexual youth related to teacher and 
administrative action around discriminatory behavior was very different than the experiences 
of the gender-expansive youth and cisgender heterosexual youth. This was demonstrated by 
responses to the statements “feel confident that reporting discriminatory behavior or 
language would result in action from administration” (Z-scoreGEY = -0.725, Z-scoreCNH = 





discriminatory behavior or language they would act on it” (Z-scoreGEY = -0.860, Z-scoreCNH 
= 0.430, Z-scoreCHE = -1.040).  
Analysis and Significance of Findings 
The murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Tony McDade, among others, 
have re-sparked worldwide solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement. Trans people 
face high levels of violence. In August 2020, the National Center for Transgender Equality 
(NCTE; 2020) reported that there had already been more murders of trans people than had 
occurred in 2019. The Human Rights Campaign also reported that the majority of trans 
people murdered are Black and Latinx transgender women (Human Rights Campaign, 2020). 
Rodrigo Heng-Lehtinen, deputy executive director of the NCTE said, “Transgender people—
and particularly Black and Latina transgender women—are marginalized, stigmatized and 
criminalized in our country. They face violence every day, and they fear turning to the police 
for help” (NCTE, 2020). The public often fails to acknowledge and mourn the Black queer 
lives that are lost. Yet, now more than ever, people are recognizing their privilege, or lack 
thereof and standing together as a united front in order to effect lasting change.  
Young people are leading this change through the organization of protests, fund-
raising, and creating awareness through social media platforms (Gershon, 2020; Vaughn, 
2020; Zaveri, 2020). They are protesting against the presence of police in schools and for 
racial equity, culturally relevant curriculum, and improvement of their communities. These 
moments of solidarity have extended beyond racial lines to other minoritized subgroups, 
including those who are discriminated against because of their gender identity. The youth co-





educating themselves, their peers, and school staff in order to make the experience of youth 
in schools more inclusive and safer and one where they feel more supported.  
When viewed through the lens of solidarity, the data collected through the Q-sort can 
be grouped into three major themes that contribute potentially to strengthening definitions of 
and suggestions for action toward being “in solidarity with” gender-expansive youth in 
school. These themes recurred in the individual subgroup Q-sorts as well as when comparing 
the different subgroups: the gender identity spectrum, support or curriculum, and the school 
experience. These three themes pointed to three distinct but interconnected knowledge areas 
in which solidarity work with and for gender-expansive youth in education can be enacted. 
The individual groups may have had different experiences within each theme, but all of their 
experiences fit within each one. The following analysis combines Q-sort data with the 
interviews that occurred with participants after they completed the Q-sort, as well as the 
focus group data. Figure 6 illustrates the overarching lens of solidarity through which the 












Allies Standing in Solidarity with Gender-Expansive Youth 
The youth participants seemed to be very open to the idea that gender exists beyond 
the socially determined binary (male/female) and that gender is not determined by biology. 
This was evident in the Q-sort data:  All three groups ranked the following as least 
representative of their beliefs:  Statement 10, “believe gender expansive youth are just 
confused” (mean = -3.60), Statement 35, “believe gender is determined by your biological 





When asked to explain their ranking of these statements, all of the young people responded 
similarly. When asked why she did not believe in only two genders, Ariel said, “Obviously, 
it's just not true that there are only two genders—like obviously there's not. That's a fact, like 
there's no way to deny that.” The fact that I would even ask this question seemed absurd to 
her. Bean explained his understanding of the gender binary by saying, “Like, non-binary 
makes perfect sense to me…. There's also people who will, like, identify as both, which also 
makes perfect sense to me.” Both of these young people made these latter statements matter-
of-factly, without hesitation or question.  
Sara explained her beliefs about the relationship between gender and biological sex, 
saying, “You can't really tell someone they're like male or female just because they have a 
body part. After learning about intersex people, like, it kind of just completely crushes the 
idea of, like, strict gender.” Frog explained it this way: 
I think that gender and sex are very different. Your gender identity is not defined by 
sex.… I just think that they're separate things, and that's just always how I feel about 
it…. Your sex and your body do not define, like, who you are or what you identify as.  
When asked if the Q-sort generated any new ideas or concepts about gender, Reina said, “I 
never thought about that before because I'm straight. I don't think about all of this stuff. It's 
kind of like, going through [the statements], I was like, “Oh, wow, that’s kind of a situation I 
never had to think about.” She then compared her experience growing up as a Black woman 
in a predominantly White town to the experience of gender-expansive youth. She also cited 





Like, there are problems in [Eureka]7 that we don't talk about. But, like, most people, 
at least in the younger generation, like, people who are in high school now or, like, 
just early in college are definitely more accepting than, like, the people who have 
been here for like 60 years…. Those of us who are younger are more accepting of 
differences in race or gender, or class…. People who are older have more biases that 
are ingrained…. The younger generation is more accepting of those differences.  
When speaking with Monty, one of the co-researchers conducting the Q-sort, Ariel also 
reflected,  
When we hung out the other day, you were telling me about your college essay and 
how you're writing about how, like, gender-expansive people just don't have 
anywhere to go to the bathroom or feel comfortable, and, like, I've never had to think 
about that because I can, I can just go to the bathroom whenever I want. Honestly … I 
haven't really stopped thinking about that because it doesn't seem like it would be that 
big of a deal.… It's like, going to the bathroom or whatever, it's just not a big deal—
like, just go … but it's, like, much more than that. It’s like feeling accepted and 
feeling like you have a place. 
Like Ariel and Reina, Sara and Gratuitous had a moment of understanding when discussing 
acceptance and reflecting on their experiences compared to those of their gender-expansive 
peers. “I'm not trying to speak for gender-sensitive youth,” Gratuitous said. “I don't really 
know how they feel. But I would imagine that there's a lot of, like, rampant, like, toxic 
 





masculinity and homophobia in the world, and I imagined that they do not thrive on that.” 
While discussing extracurriculars, Sara said:  
I hadn't really thought about those [clubs and extracurriculars] since those seemed 
pretty, like, just neutral in terms of gender and sexuality, but then kind of thinking 
deeper into it, I can see … how [gender-expansive youth] might not always feel 
comfortable. I hadn't thought about that. And I feel kind of bad because, like, I kind 
of have a worldview with blinders. I just didn't think about other people's problems.  
Young people are very capable of seeing and speaking to injustices in the world and 
effecting changes. They have proven to be more open-minded than previous generations. 
They are willing to try to understand that gender exists on a spectrum, and they are able to 
accept that the ideals and values they were brought up with may not be correct or fair. While 
their parents might hold the opinion that someone is either male or female, today’s students 
can accept that someone is non-binary and/or does not identify as only one gender or the 
other. With the expansion and increased availability of the Internet, the world is becoming a 
smaller place in certain ways, allowing young people to develop a growing awareness of 
multiple individual choices and cultures; as a result, they are not as shocked and are less 
judgmental about the varied identities to which they are exposed. When a phenomenon 
becomes the norm (i.e., the use of different pronouns) and when they encounter those themes 
in their real life—thanks to easy, if not immediate, access to television, social media, movies, 
and literature—they are able to choose to support and fight for causes they feel are important. 
Giving them opportunities to become aware of and to express and live with multiple 
identities allows cisgender heterosexual youth to reflect on their experiences and 





their gender-expansive peers. Indeed, possessing more knowledge through exposure to these 
topics often leads young people to stand united to fight the injustices they see in the world.  
Don’t Be Embarrassed—Accept and Support Us  
Through the data analysis as well as the conversations with the participants and the 
co-researchers, it became apparent that the youth wanted teachers and administrators to stand 
together to change the racist, sexist, and patriarchal culture engrained within the educational 
system. The students recognized that there is a disconnect between what adults, teachers, and 
administrators perceive the school experience to be for young people and what that 
experience actually is like. For example, Scarlett discussed why she thought school might 
feel unsafe for gender-expansive youth as a result of institutions not providing students with 
adequate supports: “With all the news that's been going on recently, I think the school hasn't 
really addressed what's been going on, and part of it impacts gender-expansive youth.” She 
continued, “I think that if the school doesn't address what's going on and shows us a clear 
support system in place for people, then it makes gender-expansive youth feel unsafe.” 
When discussing needed changes within the school, the young people in the study 
kept coming back to teachers and administrators, the latter of whom can make overarching 
institutional policy changes that impact all students, whereas teachers can make positive 
changes within the classroom that impact individual students.  
Teachers. The gender-expansive youth felt strongly that, generally, teachers and staff 
are embarrassed to talk about minoritized identities along line of race and gender. This was 
evident in responses to Q-sort Statement 11 (“teachers are embarrassed to talk about identity, 
race and/or gender”), which yielded the second highest positive Z-score (equal to 1.758 





asked why they thought teachers were embarrassed, Frog said, “I think that teachers are 
embarrassed to talk about identity, race, and/or gender because I think they don't know a lot.” 
They continued, “I think that they aren’t really educated on it…. There are some teachers that 
I know that probably wouldn’t feel comfortable talking about it because … maybe they don’t 
always agree with everything that they would be teaching.” Due to many factors—including 
family background, religion, lack of education, or exposure to issues around identity—many 
teachers are uncomfortable leading discussions about these topics, and their personal beliefs 
may influence their levels of acceptance and, therefore, support of these students.  
Leaf explained that he thought the embarrassment grew from a lack of understanding, 
leading to an inability to discuss a topic and answer questions. He explained,  
I think people get embarrassed because they're confused and they don't understand it. 
But that's totally okay if something is new to you or something is confusing, but that's 
why we need teachers to know enough so they can answer those questions.  
He went on to say, “What's not okay is leaving it open as something that leaves the teacher 
and the student thinking, ‘Oh, well, no one really gets that’ or, alternatively, putting it on 
students who identify as gender expansive to answer those questions.” Gratuitous had a 
sibling who identified as non-binary and reflected on his understanding of teachers: 
“[Teachers are] not really educated on, like, what actually, non-binary actually means and, 
like, what transgender kids and gender-expansive kids need.”  
In addition, the Q-sort revealed the solidarity that cisgender heteronormative youth 
had with gender-expansive youth since they did not have faith that the adults in their schools 
were equipped to effectively respond to discrimination against minoritized populations. For 





heard/saw discriminatory behavior or language they would act on it”) was a characterizing 
statement. Gender-expansive youth also felt a lack of confidence that teachers would 
intervene on their behalf. Frog explained two situations in which the teachers saw 
discriminatory behavior and did nothing other than “take me aside and say like, ‘I'm sorry, 
sometimes you have to deal with this. You know, kids can be mean.’” They also spoke of a 
time when someone purposely misgendered them and said their birth name, and when they 
told the teacher, the teacher’s response was, “‘They probably, like, didn't mean it to be 
hurtful’ and ‘You know, kids are kids.’” 
After hearing Ace say they wished there was a way “for teachers to be educated about 
the students before they educate the students,” the co-researchers sprang into action, trying to 
think of strategies for making teachers more aware of student identities. They believed there 
needs to be more training and professional development for teachers around gender-identity 
and anti-racist practices. I discussed with them what my experience with professional 
development sessions. I also admitted that I had always felt that professional development 
sessions did not offer practical advice or best practices that I could actually use with my 
students and therefore were a waste of my time. After discussing this with the co-researchers, 
they decided that these trainings cannot be optional, and they must be relevant to each 
teacher. Monty and Ailei thought one of the best ways to make professional development 
relevant to teachers would be to hold sessions every semester comprising  a panel of their 
own students (or at least students in their school) who could educate teachers in small groups 
about their experiences in school, with the curriculum, and with teachers and peers.  
During the Q-sort interviews, participants voiced their desire to be taught by teachers 





that “not every single student comes from the same background…. There are kids who … 
know, like, their identity; they figure it out sooner than other people. It’s important that 
teachers are 100% accepting of all their students and treat them all equally.” Similarly, Frog 
wanted teachers to know that  
in order to help your students grow and care for them, you have to acknowledge that 
some people are different … that their experiences are different…. If you want to 
support someone, you have to accept them. If you want someone to feel safe, you 
should accept them and make sure that they feel safe in the environment.  
During the interview portion of the Q-sort, the co-researchers asked participants the 
following question: “If you could change one thing in school with regards to your identity, 
what would it be?” Overwhelmingly, students, including Ace and Reina, indicated that they 
would change their schools’ hiring practices in an effort to diversify faculty and staff. Ace 
said, “I wish there were more teachers that represented, like, the students, like, not just more 
teachers in the LGBT community, but also more teachers of color.” Reina explained why 
more diverse teachers were needed: “Like, most of the teachers are White, and straight. And, 
like, that's kind of a problem—because the world isn't just White and straight.” She went on 
to explain why teachers with diverse backgrounds are important: 
I feel like I can't talk to teachers about things because they are White and straight. 
Like, I can't talk to them about being Black and then have to basically describe what 
being Black is like, and then try and talk to them about what's going on in…. Having 
a role model who is like you is something that I feel like most White Americans take 





haven't had a Black teacher. [Mr.Garcia]8 is the only one I know. There’s only like 
one or two Black teachers, and I've never even had class with them.  
The young people in the study were deeply attuned to the changes that need to happen in 
schools in order to make educational spaces more inclusive and to improve the experience for 
all students. They agreed that they need to be included in the hiring process because they are 
the ones who are immediately and so deeply impacted by the system.  
Administration. In addition to discussing teachers, the young people who 
participated in the Q-sort had much to say about the administration at their schools. The Q-
sort indicated that the youth, especially cisgender heterosexual students, did not “feel 
confident that reporting discriminatory behavior or language would result in action from the 
administration”; this was a characterizing statement for them. Reina said,  
I feel like [ administrators] say a lot of things that they're going to do to help people 
and they, like, mean them in their heart of hearts. They really, really, really do want 
to help people, but then they don't know how to go about it, and they kind of, like, 
they don't like people rocking the boat about stuff like this.  
Reina elaborated, describing her own experience as a woman of color: “Like, I've been in too 
many situations before because of my race, not my gender, that I feel like I've gone to 
administration and they're like, ‘Oh, but it's [Eureka]. It couldn't have happened here.’” She 
then talked about how difficult it was to feel supported when nothing happened after 
reporting an instance of discrimination. Basil echoed these thoughts: “[Eureka] High school 







friends who have gone to administration about being bullied or feeling unsafe….The 
administration just went, ‘Okay. Just don't talk to them anymore. It's fine.’” These instances 
exemplified why the students did not feel supported by the school administration. The co-
researchers believed that it was as, if not more, important for the school administration to be 
involved in becoming educated around identity. Bing Bong stated that the administration 
needs to “wake up” and realize that Eureka is not perfect. If administrators do not 
acknowledge their faults, they will never be able to make change. The youth co-researchers 
wanted teachers and administrators to truly look inward in an effort to acknowledge their 
inherent bias and to pledge to make changes that will make school better for all students.  
Solidarity in Curriculum  
Since the 1990s, Gloria Ladson-Billings has been trying to make pedagogical changes 
to the curriculum by urging educators to incorporate the home and community cultures of 
students into the classroom (Ladson-Billings, 1995, 2014). A considerable amount of 
research has shown that children perform better academically if they are able to see 
themselves and their identities reflected in the curriculum (Collier, 2016. However, the co-
researcher discussions made it clear that gender-expansive youth did not see themselves in 
the classroom curriculum, or if they did, it was always as members of “the other.” It has been 
recommended that age-appropriate LGBT-related content be included in the curriculum in 
order to improve the school climate for LGBT youth (Biegel, & Kuehl, 2010).  
The lack of visibility in the curriculum was noted by the gender-expansive youth in 
the Q-sort in relation to Statement 3 (“have seen myself in the curriculum”). This was in 
direct opposition to the cisgender heterosexual youth, who saw themselves as highly visible 





ever. Not just because I'm part of the LGBT community, but also because of, like, my race.” 
They continued, 
It’s important that [teachers] try to incorporate that into the curriculum and make sure 
that everybody feels included because I haven't felt very included in the curriculum. 
Like, with all the books I read, it's, like, all, like, White people.  
When asked about how she was represented in schools, Scarlett said, “I feel like, I feel like 
I'm adequately represented in the school community. I don't feel like there's much that needs 
to be changed.” She then quickly followed this up with, “I mean, aside from teaching about 
different cultures and history. And I feel like other people, other people's representation 
should take more importance over mine.” When I asked her to explain further, she 
responded, 
I feel this way because I'm, like, my parents are from India, and so I identify with a 
lot of Indian culture, and I feel like Indian culture isn't taught enough in schools, but 
also other cultures are not taught enough in schools, like Black culture. Recently, with 
the Black Lives Matter protests, people are calling for more teaching of Black culture 
in schools so that we can be educated. So I feel like that takes a preference. But I also 
feel like every culture is important, and they should be represented in the community 
so that we can learn about these cultures and know how to interact with people.  
It was notable that Scarlett, also a woman of color, wanted to give another group the ability 
to gain ground in their movement, while still acknowledging that she wanted her culture 
represented more in the future.  
Rue commented that they felt as if there was an overrepresentation of “straight White 





up to the standard yet. I feel like there should be like more inclusive learning.” By stating 
that “it has gotten better,” Rue appeared to recognize the changes that their school was 
making, such as having an inclusion day, during which students are taught about different 
cultures as well as the role of gender-expansive people within the historical context of 
schools and society. Young people acknowledged that some changes to practice were being 
implemented, but they felt they were inadequate. The youth co-researchers had many 
discussions about how it was not enough to teach books by Black and Brown authors, or 
about LGBT youth, or about children with disabilities. There had to be a shift in thinking and 
in pedagogical approaches to teaching these works to make school curricula more culturally 
relevant across the disciplines. Scarlett also suggested that schools try to adequately educate 
students about identity: “I thought about all the lessons and stuff we had done. There weren't 
really actual lessons about identity. It would be great to introduce these kinds of ideas at an 
early age instead of having to find them out from peers and doing your own research.”  
In addition to the Q-sort, curriculum was discussed during the focus group. Pink 
Floyd explained that no part of their identity was represented in the curriculum: “We read 
books that are just, like, written by these old White straight men…. Like, why can't you just 
have a little more variety. I'm not even talking about LGBTQ stuff either… I've yet to read a 
book in English about, like, a Latin American protagonist or something, some somebody that 
I am.” They went on to say,  
If you want kids to realize that people like us exist, and you want kids to realize that 
you should respect people like us, but at the same time, if you're just feeding them 





it's, that's not going to do anything. That's just going to fuel the idea that there's a 
normal, that there has to be a normal person.  
Quantum added to Pink Floyd’s comment:  
That's how I felt about, like, having an autistic character because I remember, like, 
across, like, eighth grade and freshman year, there were two stories we've read that 
have autistic characters in them. And both times we only get to read about them being 
treated horribly. And so it's just, like, it's like you said, like, it's really, like, it's just 
disheartening at this point because it's, like, the only time you get, like—what you 
call it—proper representation is when it's in a negative light.  
Quantum summed up this sentiment fittingly: “It's just like, if the only time we're going to 
learn about ourselves is in a negative light, you can't be shocked when kids end up hating 
themselves for who they are.” Lloyd added that he thought if schools discussed LGBTQ 
education, and young people found out that there were others like them out there, it would 
reduce the mental anguish young people often felt. Providing students with a positive model 
of the characteristics and cultures with which they identify, steering away from negative 
stereotypes, will not only make minority students feel represented, but also educate other 
students in the class. This will serve a dual purpose—because the lessons will be more varied 
and stimulating—and give all students a more modern view of the curriculum. Teachers are 
under pressure to complete curricula and teach canonical literature and history. Even when 
they would like to better represent minority voices, there experience limitations and barriers 
related to time, resources, and state frameworks that prevent more diverse representation 





Leaf shared that it was important to value minoritized identities and normalize the 
differences, whether in health class or history class. They did note one area of the curriculum 
they thought effectively integrated gender: the high school biology curriculum. They 
explained:  
Both of those teachers, in both of those curriculums [i.e., AP Biology and Honors 
Biology], I think did a really good job on dedicating actual time to covering topics of 
gender-expansive people, of framing the science, and in the framing of fact, and this 
is, this is how it is, rather than kind of putting it like, like, it's a political topic. And I 
think too often it's framed like it's a, like, it's a political talking point or something 
because it's not really.  
Leaf’s words made me reflect on my own teaching practices. When I first started teaching 
physics, I always used the excuse that I taught classical mechanics (i.e., Newtonian physics), 
and therefore there was no room for me to teach culturally relevant curriculum. It was not 
until I recognized there are ways to create a culturally relevant, anti-racist classroom outside 
of the content that I succeeded in creating an inclusive classroom. For example, teachers can 
write word problems and experiment scenarios focusing on details that represent different 
cultures, experiences, and backgrounds. Using hypotheticals that do not use the same 
Eurocentric, heteronormative, patriarchal characters, places, and situations will allow more 
students to find—even in the smallest ways—a place in the classroom and in the subject they 
are learning. When these ideas are part of the lessons the teacher presents to the students, 
they become more normalized and expected by all students. Oftentimes, when teachers 
struggle to incorporate new ideas or methods into their curriculum, they blame forces outside 





development, etc.). It is easy for teachers to overemphasize the limitations of outside factors 
and use them to justify their “inability” to create inclusive lessons; however, if they are able 
to make small but critical changes, students will be more motivated to do well because they 
see themselves reflected in the curriculum.  
Several young people commented on their schools’ health curriculum and health 
classes—specifically that the curriculum was lacking in the areas of gender and sexual 
identities, namely safe sex. Sexual education reform is a highly debated topic and lacks 
viewpoints that stray from heteronormative and cisgender ideals (Gegenfurtner & Gebhardt, 
2017; Linville, 2011 a, b). Bean discussed his health class during freshman year: “They didn't 
really touch on a lot of gender or sexual identity issues…. They talked about safe sex and 
everything, but there really is no mention of what sex is like for gay kids.” He then went on 
to explain, “I had to figure all that out myself by Googling everything. I feel like that's not 
really fair. I should have been given the education I needed rather than have to look to the 
Internet to figure everything out.” Basil added, “I think we need better LGBTQ sex 
education. We had one day to discuss sexuality and gender identity…. I could tell that, like, 
my teacher felt super weird about it. And I know he was a lot better than other teachers.” 
Echoing Bean’s sentiments, he then said, “I've gotten absolutely none [i.e., LGBTQ sex 
education]. And that’s not good. I should not have to find everything on the Internet when the 
Internet is super sketchy.” It is the responsibility of educators to provide the best and most 
inclusive education possible for students. Teachers cannot shy away from topics because they 
might make them feel uncomfortable or awkward. The Internet can be a wondrous place, and 





information they are curious about, especially regarding their identity,9 but it is also a source 
of inaccurate “facts” that could put students in harm’s way. The Internet is oftentimes the 
first place most students go to for answers, especially if the topic is one they are not 
comfortable talking about. Most students are not yet good judges of reliable sources and 
websites, and tend to believe many pieces of information, without verifying their accuracy. 
Regardless of the topics being researched (e.g., gender identities, hormone therapy, sexual 
health, civil rights, etc.), students should know they can trust the sources of their information, 
and for this reason, educators must become comfortable having these conversations and 
making trustworthy resources available to students.  
The health curriculum was also an area in which young people did not see themselves 
represented, as they shared during focus group discussions. M.E., Jelly, and Eli all had 
similar experiences related to their gender identity and health class. M.E. said,  
I feel exposed when I'm talking about the heteronormative relationships because, 
well, it's not talking about you, and when they do try and talk about something that is 
supposed to represent the LGBT community, they’re either like, they're basically 
really, really off.  
Jelly added, “Health courses at our school are lacking in terms of, like, specifically not 
feeling welcome because [of] my intersecting identity.” Eli mentioned that “they only talk 
about cis het bodies, and they will never talk about like trans, like hormones, a lot of things 
that we go through, and, like, not about gay sexual relationships or anything.” The health 
curriculum was failing the young LGBTQ+ youth since they are not getting information 
 
9 I remember looking up the word lesbian in my college library encyclopedia because I did not know what it 





about safe sex practices, hormones/transitioning, or healthy same-sex relationships. As young 
people go through changes and feel the need to understand their bodies in more 
comprehensive and inclusive ways, it is necessary that the curriculum adapt to the changes in 
identities with which young people come to schools.  
Conclusion 
 Gender-expansive youth spend the majority of their days within the walls of their 
schools, where many face obstacles in their education to being accepted. This has numerous 
effects on their self-image, confidence, and ability to succeed. In their learning, they do not 
see examples of their identities in the books they read, the history they discover, and the 
science they investigate. The data presented here suggest that teachers do not feel 
comfortable discussing issues around the spectrum of gender identities, which often results in 
young people relying on misinformation and making judgements about their gender-
expansive peers. A solid foundation for students to understand these topics, gender binary 
and non-binary students will remain endangered—in similar ways to how lack of knowledge 
about racial and religious differences excludes other minoritized youth. This problem could 
be addressed more effectively with the help of the current, generally open-minded generation 
of youth, both binary and gender expansive. These students could work together to push for 
schools to include more educational opportunities, therefore giving voice to gender-
expansive youth. The data also suggest that these students are more willing to combat 
discrimination on multiple fronts and to join causes as allies and supporters, regardless of 
whether they identify with the minority. They are a generation more focused on 
inclusiveness, with the potential to counter older generations of parents, teachers, and 





The results from the Q-sort suggest a consistent lack of school support for gender-
expansive youth. The data also suggest that adults in schools are not leading by example 
around making changes to school policies and general treatment of gender-expansive youth. 
This leads to curriculum that lacks relevant topics for these students as well as material that 
would help educate cisgender students about the need for change. The Q-sort data also 
indicated that cisgender non-heterosexual youth felt more accepted and supported in school 
than gender-expansive youth. However, they understood that school, as an institution, was 
not made for them or their sexual identity. Generally, cisgender heteronormative youth 
recognize that their gender identity does not impact them in the same ways, and it actually 
affords them great privilege compared to those around them. I argue that they believe change 
starts with teachers and administrators, and that the adults are responsible for changing the 
norm.  
The gender-expansive youth participants felt they lacked support from peers; 
however, the cisgender youth who participated in this study voiced their desire to be 
supportive. Additionally, the cisgender students believed they often lacked the knowledge 
that would allow them to stand up for and together with those who are minoritized by the 
system. The interview portion of the Q-sort—during which participants were asked if any 
new ideas, opinions, or concepts about gender were brought forth by the Q-sort statements—
showed that cisgender youth were not always aware of the obstacles and concerns of gender-
expansive youth. This supported an idea that, with more education and exposure in school, 
these students would find ways to support and include those students who feel “othered.” 
Further, this would allow cisgender heteronormative students to help create a more positive 





them in solidarity. While many of the changes that would make gender-expansive youth 
more comfortable in school may seem trivial—such as using the correct pronouns or 
allowing them to choose their preferred bathroom—they are actually vital to these students 
feeling accepted in a school setting. In this light, and with the help of the Q-sort data we 
collected, this YPAR research collective framed “solidarity” as the desire to change school 
policies and the behavior of others, provide emotional support when needed, and offer 
gender-expansive youth the opportunity to express concerns so they can be addressed.  
Cisgender students have an easier path to making changes in school because of the 
sheer size of their population as well as the privilege their gender identity affords them. If 
they were to speak up, they could join gender-expansive students in the movement. The co-
researchers shared ideas for what programs could be created or changes made with the help 
of cisgender peers. One of the ideas was to create an FAQ booklet outlining resources and 
policies that might be relevant to gender-expansive students, whether they are new to the 
school or district, or who find the need at any given time. Another idea was for schools to 
hold a roundtable discussion, during which cisgender and gender-expansive youth, parents, 
and faculty and staff could share experiences, ask questions, and continue the conversation 
about where the school community stands—and needs to stand—on particular issues. The co-
researchers also recommended that schools establish mentoring programs through GSAs, 
whereby upperclassmen could work with younger students to help answer questions, provide 
advice and guidance, and serve as point-people in the building. These suggestions were only 
a start but were a beginning to leveling the playing field for all students regardless of their 










THE END OF A RESEARCH PROJECT AND THE BEGINNING OF A REVOLUTION 
 
If we look at gender as only being male and female we are just…cutting out a large 
majority of the population, and that’s not fair or right. 
—Elijah, Q-sort participant 
 
This research project started with a simple conversation with one of my gender-
expansive students about what he was experiencing in school. It was a day that opened my 
eyes and heart to what schools helped me reframe my thinking and my priorities. The 
primary research question was: “How do high school-aged gender-expansive youth 
experience their educational settings and schooling practices within their particular school 
contexts?” I argue that gender expansive youth engage with the school experience with 
varying degrees of success, some of which is impacted by external factors, such as familial 
support and socioeconomic status, but a large component of their success depends upon the 
amount of support a student receives from within the school system. In order for change to 
happen, this generation of students needs to speak up, advocate for themselves, and demand 
equality, despite their differences. Gender-expansive youth deserve to have their basic human 
rights upheld, such as the ability to use a bathroom, be called by their chosen name and 





protecting and educating them. When speaking with students who identified as gender 
expansive, it was clear that they knew what they wanted and what changes needed to occur.  
Now it is a matter of them taking action alongside their peers and their school community in 
order to start a movement toward inclusivity, support, and acceptance.  
In addition to the primary research question, the research team sought to answer the 
following subquestions:  
• In what ways does being gender expansive impact the educational pursuits of 
gender-expansive youth? 
• How does a student's gender identity and/or expression, combined with their other 
identities, compound their treatment in schools? 
• How can cisgender students enter into solidarity with gender-expansive youth to 
improve schooling for all? 
Gender-expansive youth are demanding to be heard in relation to all aspects of education, 
and they are asking that members of the school community stand with them as they fight for 
institutional change. Each of these sub questions will be addressed separately in order to 
show the effects that different aspects of school experiences had on the gender-expansive 
youth in this study.  
Gender-Expansive Youth and Their Educational Pursuits 
The data collected through the focus group and the Q-sort suggest that gender-
expansive youth feel tolerated but not supported by the schools they attend. Many of the 
participants recounted experiences with teachers, peers, and administrators in which they did 
not feel supported in their gender identity. Research has shown that teacher–student 





students to feel safer and more secure in the school setting, feel more competent, make more 
positive connections with peers, and make greater academic gains” (Hamre & Pianta, 2006, 
p. 59; see also Crosnoe et al., 2004; Davis & Dupper, 2004). In addition to positive teacher–
student relationships, peer support has been shown to increase academic success (Altermatt, 
2019; Dennis et al., 2005), decrease bullying and victimization (Naylor & Cowie, 1999; 
Smith et al., 2003), and increase emotional well-being (Wentzel & Watkins 2011).  
As could be seen in the Q-sort data, gender-expansive youth did not feel supported by 
their teachers, administrators, or peers. Specifically, this was evident in the below-mean Z-
scores for the statements “feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw discriminatory 
behavior or language they would act on it,” “feel confident that reporting discriminatory 
behavior or language would result in action from administration,” and “am accepted by 
peers.” In a focus group discussion, Stanley recounted the moment that teachers started 
treating him differently—when he cut his hair from long shoulder-length to a shorter, more 
masculine cut. He said, “Almost every one of my teachers made some comment. Some were 
like, ‘Nice haircut,” and some were more, not necessarily derogatory or demeaning, but more 
like in a disrespectful vein.” He went on to say that, most of the time, teachers were fine, but 
only because he felt they were just ignoring him. He recounted an instance when he was 
treated differently from his peers: 
I raised my hand to get called on in class. Usually, this teacher says the name and 
then points at the student. This teacher was a big believer that you should say kids’ 
names, he points at me, goes, “YOU.” And just think, little things like that were more 





Stanley’s story helps illustrate that the lack of tolerance by teachers does not need to be a 
monumental offense; rather, it is a culmination of small microaggressions that are felt and 
embodied by the young people at whom they are targeted.  
Merely feeling tolerated and not feeling the full support of those around them 
significantly impacts the educational pursuits of gender-expansive youth. In order to change 
and improve these educational experiences for gender- expansive youth, schools need to 
increase the support given to this population. 
Intersectionality of Identities 
The findings of this research suggest that teachers, administrators, and staff think of 
students in solely academic terms, not as whole persons who encompass many identities. 
Gattamorta et al. (2019) noted that “little research exists examining the impact of multiple 
minority identities, particularly sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, and sex on health-risk 
behaviors like mental health, substance use, violence, and sexual risk among high school 
students in the United States” (p. 800). Young people have multiple identities, all of which 
must be supported in order to educate them in safe and supportive ways. The treatment of 
young people is compounded by their multiple identities, which often make education much 
harder.  
As Quantum explained, “It's like they think if you're one thing, you're strictly that 
thing, and that's not the case.” Some of the participants expressed frustration that their gender 
identity had to be put on the back burner because they were struggling in school due to other 
parts of their identity, including physical and mental illness. Eli explained that “it wasn't until 





an issue for me.” Many students said they felt they were not supported around their gender 
identity because they were being supported for other reasons.  
The Q-sort data showed that gender-expansive youth did not believe that schools did 
enough to teach about identity. The statement “feel the school adequately educated students 
about identity” received a Z-score of -1.458. Flesh explained, “They're not, like, they don't 
not support me, but I don't feel like they try and, like, help in any way.” If members of the 
school community, including other students and staff, were educated about the different 
components of identity, students would feel much more supported, and with that support they 
would be able to focus more on their educational pursuits.  
Standing Alongside Gender-Expansive Youth  
As seen in the Q-sort data, cisgender heterosexual youth wanted to know what to do 
to stand with their peers. Cisgender youth often take their privilege for granted and are 
unaware of the struggles and obstacles their less privileged peers face. They are willing to 
help, but there are not enough supports from the adults to help them offer that support. If 
meaningful administrative policies are put in place to support gender-expansive youth, they 
can filter down in order to help students. Now is the time for taboo subjects such as gender, 
sexuality, and racism to come to the forefront. The more these subjects are discussed, the 
more likely they are to be changed. School personnel need to take advantage of the current 
push for awareness and to enlist young people to make positive change. Talking about 
difficult subjects helps students know they are being supported. This initiative must come 
from schools, which are in a unique position to educate youth and establish a more inclusive 
atmosphere. Students need to feel welcome and included. This can be accomplished by 





attack this from both sides. About the administration at her school, Elijah, a Q-sort 
participant, said,  
Our administration is very much open but not accessible. Like, we have, you know, a 
lot of things in place, but nobody knows about them, and they're not regulated or put 
out there for people to use. I think if someone would actually go up to the 
administration and ask them for help on this certain thing, they would provide it, 
except that, that doesn't matter. Because if options don't exist, if people don't know 
they're there, it's hard because even if, yes, our school is pretty welcoming, it doesn't 
feel welcoming, because they don't give it out from the very beginning.  
It is the job of the adults in the school building to make sure that everyone has everything 
they need to be successful, and young people should not have to be the ones who seek it out. 
It is also the job of the administration and staff to model solidarity and stand with the youth 
in their school to make a more inclusive environment.  
Reconnecting with the Study’s Guiding Theoretical Frameworks 
 In an effort to conceptualize gender for this research, I leaned on Butler’s (1988) 
gender performativity theory and Anzaldúa’s (2012) borderland theory. Butler’s theory states 
that there is a specific way one is expected to perform their gender within certain social 
situations. One of the focus group participants, Eli, explained the act he had to perform in 
order to be accepted by society: “Even though I identified as non-binary, in this world, 
people are either going to see us as male or female. So, I chose male because I'm closer to 
masculine. I prefer people to read me as male.” Another participant, Jelly, described their 
understanding of gendered performance within school in this way: “Oftentimes boys are 





be quieter.” The fact that male students are allowed more freedom to be loud, boisterous, and 
therefore noticeable while females are expected to remain quiet and unobtrusive in a 
classroom, changes the dynamic for all students, whether they are binary or non-binary. Jelly 
then went on to describe the lack of gender expectation for those who lie outside the binary: 
“I find that, like, really interesting and, like, you know, because there's no expected space for 
people, like, who consider themselves gender expansive.” Young people are constantly 
required to perform in order to conform to societal norms. Yet, these performances can be 
detrimental since they force young people to fit within a binary system in order make society 
feel comfortable. The young people in this study argued clearly that society needs to expand 
its views on gender beyond the binary so that gender-expansive perspectives are 
acknowledged, not just tolerated.  
In addition to individuals, schools, as institutions, must engage in a performance in 
order to please all of the different stakeholders they are indebted to (i.e., the school 
committee, community members, parents, etc.). Flesh described how he thought his school 
and, by extension, those within the school performed around inclusivity. He explained, 
They're very performative with everything, like the whole racism thing and all that. 
Every single part of that, they're very performative. They are more focused on their 
own image. The whole, like, wellness day or inclusion day, where it's like, it doesn't 
actually do any sort of thing to help people at all. But it's just to get them news 
coverage and like, “Hey, look, we're a good school” kind of thing.  
While an administrative team may view such initiatives as inclusive and as ways to increase 
student support, young people like Flesh see these performances as lip service and 





measures are only taken in order to make schools look good to outside communities. 
According to Butler (1988), society forces people to behave in a certain way to live up to 
expectations of their gender. Schools still try to push young people to perform according to 
one’s gender, but there are multiple problems with this approach and emphasis. Some 
students do not fit or want to fit into that binary system and resent having to act accordingly. 
Also, because some students do want to fit in, they overemphasize the performance of a 
certain gender, even though they may feel they are somewhere else on the gender spectrum.  
Anzaldúa’s (2012) borderland theory relates to an individual having a foot in two 
worlds simultaneously while not feeling that they belong to either. Rather, one belongs in a 
third space that can lead to internal struggles with their sense of self-identity which may 
manifest as anxiety, depression, and other forms of mental illness. During a research 
collective meeting, co-researcher Stanley discussed how being caught in this third space led 
to him to feel limited in his ability to fully access his education since he felt he needed to 
prioritize his education over personal development. He shared, “My education was important 
to me to the point that I chose to postpone my coming out for years. Once you have a secret 
like that, it starts to impact all your educational performance. It ended up hurting my 
education.” No young person should have to put their emotional or physical well-being at 
stake in order to access an education. Having to live up to a superimposed binary gender 
system prevents transgender and gender-expansive students from feeling they have a place 
where they belong in school. As the data suggest, this causes stress and anxiety in their 
search for a sense of belonging and also isolates them from their community. Even though 
Anzaldúa applied borderland theory to more critically situate the lives of Mexican-





do often feel caught between worlds of heteronormativity and homosexuality because they 
are typically grouped together by school authorities and their teachers. This grouping, 
however, does not make sense because their gender identity and sexual identity might not be 
at odds, and they do not fit in these worlds completely, either.  
As discussed in Chapter 1, adolescence is an incredibly difficult time for young 
people as they struggle to make sense of the world and their place in it. This difficulty can be 
compounded by the biopsychosocial risk factors (e.g., mental health issues such as anxiety 
and depression) that gender-expansive youth face regarding their gender identity. At the 
beginning of this journey, I proposed that the experiences of gender-expansive youth in 
school should be viewed through two theoretical lenses: despair and hope.  
Despair 
The theories of despair through which the schooling experience of young people are 
often viewed are embodiment theory (Barrett & Lindquist, 2008; Glenberg, 2010) and 
minority stress theory (Meyer, 1995, 2003). Both of these theories, which center on 
physiological responses to environmental factors, were relevant to the participants in this 
study. Rory shared, “It got to the point where I had panic attacks before school every day. I 
tried to pretend to be sick as often as I could.” He continued, “It got to the point where I had 
a huge breakdown before school one day. My mom had to go to school and just pull me out, 
and I end[ed] up doing homeschooling.” The trauma and emotional turmoil that Rory 
experienced are prime examples of embodiment. When describing the effort required to hunt 
down resources for themselves, Monty said, “I had to do all these things that induced a high 
level of anxiety to try and get support for, kind of, my high-level anxiety.” As suggested by 





that that stress provokes. Eli also discussed how he embodied the school experience: 
“School, from preschool up until senior year, was incredibly traumatic for me mainly 
because of my anxiety, which led to like migraines and stomach issues.” Students’ anxieties 
made them physically ill and also, in some cases, depressed to the point where the individual 
was unable to function in school. Kaia discussed school as a primary source of her mental 
illness: 
I'm working on my own things, and I'm doing much better than I was when I was in 
school with my happiness. I know everyone that struggles with depression, like, has 
their moments where they're like, “I'm not okay in this moment in time, life sucks.” 
But I don't have that as much anymore. I felt it every single day when I was in school, 
but I haven't felt it in a streak of every single day in a row since I left school. 
Without support from school, family, and friends, students may be unwilling to fight for 
change, and they may also experience an extreme form of despair-suicide. During the focus 
group discussion, Eli discussed his feelings of inadequacy and the stresses associated with 
being a minoritized person: “I feel like a lot of people with totally different marginalization. 
They feel they have to be the best, and you need to work twice as hard to get recognized as 
being mediocre. Other people are allowed to be mediocre.” It is the responsibility of the 
educators in a school building to create an atmosphere in which all students are made to feel 
safe, treated as equals, and given the same opportunities as all other students. Much of the 
stress placed on young people manifests as mental illness but can also result in physical 






There is, however, a counternarrative to the theories of despair that were manifested 
throughout this study—a theory of hope comprising resiliency and solidarity (Ferguson, 
2001; Irazábal & Huerta, 2016). Ferguson (2001) defined solidarity as the social commitment 
to alliance formation between groups of people who share similar beliefs about a topic or 
issue. This dissertation foregrounds groups of students standing together in an effort to make 
the schooling experience better for all young people. These youth were asking for other 
young people, along with the faculty and staff, to stand with them in order to make effective 
change. Gratuitous, a student participant in the study, appreciated the moment when he was 
able to participate in extracurricular activities without being made to feel like an outsider. He 
said, “I've been, well, welcomed into my school activities, communities … which is really 
where I like to be.” He continued, “I try and hope and make those places feel welcome for 
other people,” which suggest the potential domino effect of change efforts. If a student who 
previously struggled with acceptance wants to “pay it forward” when they find it within a 
community, there is hope that more students will do so as well. There is also solidarity 
among gender-expansive youth that arises through resiliency and the struggles they 
experience and perhaps surmount. These youth are better able to become the leaders of 
tomorrow because of this solidarity and resiliency, which strengthen their resolve to push for 
and demand change.  
Another finding from this research that exemplified hope was that, even when 
students who were homosexual or gender expansive had not experienced serious adversity in 
school, they recognized that this happened for others and wanted to help make change. Bean, 





bullying because of my sexuality, and I'm very lucky. I know how lucky I am, but I've never 
had to experience that.” If some students have positive interactions with peers in school 
environments, then eventually those favorable experiences could influence other students and 
communities. Bean acknowledged that clubs and activities at his school, such as a GSA, 
allowed him to feel included: “I've never really felt like I'm alone. Like, there's no one else 
going through the same thing as me…. I went to one of those meetings, I think as a freshman, 
and I didn't go back, but it was nice to see, like, everyone getting together like all these 
people.” Bean did not even need to become a member of the GSA to be affected positively 
by it; the mere existence of a group consisting of binary and non-binary students working 
together was enough for him. In Bean’s school, “it never mattered what my sexuality was, 
they just see, like, the person in me, like, my sexuality has never defined me.” This sentiment 
offers hope that schools can indeed be welcoming spaces for all students.  
 Students who feel disenfranchised may have a physiological response to the stress 
and discomfort they feel when attending school. In a time when funding for schools is 
contingent on meeting federal and state standards, students who do not attend school can 
negatively affect the school community as a whole. If teachers, school administrators, and 
policymakers understood the despair these students feel and helped students feel more 
optimistic, it could help students become more resilient and better equipped to overcome 
challenges. Monty, a co-researcher, said, “I'm in a support group for gender-expansive youth. 
That’s a place where I feel I have people I can talk to when I struggle.” This group, which 
offered access to a social worker to counsel the students, had a strong impact on Monty. Such 
groups and similar supports make it more possible for students to attend school, take part in 





their success or failure in school. If students take ownership of their resilience and can feel 
comfortable in the hope that those around them are contributing to bettering their school 
experience, it will minimize the effects of stress, anxiety, depression, and the other outcomes 
of despair.  
At the completion of this study, I reflected upon the theoretical lenses through which 
I chose to view this research project and realized that in choosing to incorporate a theory of 
despair and a theory of hope, I reinforced the societal norm of dichotomizing large issues into 
polar-opposite ways of thinking. This research taught me that issues should be viewed along 
a spectrum rather than as a binary. While both of these theories were exhibited in the data 
provided by the youth participants, I wish I had approached this research from a deeper place 
of hope, support, and radical love as a way to fight for and with gender-expansive youth 
(Krueger-Henney, 2016; Tuck, 2009). I would lean more heavily on Freire (2000) and adopt 
a more radical way to think about and conduct this research. As Freire wrote,  
 The more radical the person is, the more fully he or she enters into reality so that, 
knowing it better, he or she can transform it. This individual is not afraid to confront, 
to listen, to see the world unveiled. This person is not afraid to meet the people or to 
enter into a dialogue with them. This person does not consider himself or herself the 
proprietor of history or of all people, or the liberator of the oppressed; but he or she 
does commit himself or herself, within history, to fight at their side. (p. 39) 
I would also lean on Sandoval (2000), as Krueger-Henney (2016) did, in order to 
conceptualize radical love as a way to highlight the numerous ways that listening, in tandem 
with participatory action research, can lead to social transformation. I wish that the focus 





their despair and, more importantly, their desires and hopes. It seems that, in retrospect, 
much of the interview process, due possibly to a design flaw, focused on uncovering the 
problems with education instead of focusing on what needs to be done to change the 
educational system. As a result, I recommend strongly that any future studies conducted with 
gender-expansive youth reflect upon and approach the research with radical love. 
An Ecology of Performance 
This study makes theoretical and ontological contributions by outlining what I call a 
multi-layered “ecology of performance” that is based on the interconnected layers of 
performativity: the performance of gender, the performance of administration, staff, 
institutions and laws and the performance of solidarity which I propose are manifestations of 
“borderland performativity.”  What interconnects all layers is that while the performance is 
done by every person from different spaces within an institution, it is those who exist 
between worlds, in other words those fall outside the “norm” (i.e. youth, gender expansive 
people, BI-POC people, etc.) who are impacted by this performance ecology to a greater 
degree.   
The Performance of Gender 
Performing according to our gender is something that begins to happen from the time 
we are conceived. Parents will often paint their little girls’ room pink and decorate it with 
flowers and buy them dolls while they decorate their son’s rooms with trucks and 
superheroes and paint it blue telling children from the beginning that this is what their 
children are supposed to like. Society then reinforces these stereotypes through our 
interpersonal relationships, social norms and the media (television, radio, advertisements, 





Butler (2011) explains this by saying “gender reality is created through sustained 
social performances” (p. 141). The performances that are deemed as “male” or “female” then 
come about from this repeated cycle of “natural” activities that are culturally and socially 
predetermined, expected and insistent upon. When someone does not conform to these 
expectations they are relegated to the “other.” In this research study, Jelly hinted to this when 
they discussed how differently they were expected to act in school as they transitioned from 
female to male to non-binary person. The spaces they were expected to take up (or not) 
differed dramatically when they identified as female to when they transitioned to being male. 
The biggest difference came though, when then they transitioned to identifying as non-binary 
as they were no longer expected to fit into any institutionally created space such as 
classrooms, clubs and athletic teams. 
As was seen through this research study, these gender norms are expected to be 
carried out and reinforced by the school community through the use of language (boys and 
girls), the expectations that male and female students excel in different curriculum areas, and 
by separating students according to gender for projects or some curricular units, specifically 
in health and physical education.  
The Performance of Administration, Institutions, and Laws 
 Administrators, the institution of school as well as the laws that govern the institution 
are also performative in nature. As was seen by the research, young people believe that the 
administrators, and those in schools, perform according to the needs and desires of the 
overall community and not necessarily for the specific social emotional needs of the students 
themselves. This layer of performance revolves around making statements, implementing 





are violated. A prime example of this can be seen through guidance documents provided by 
the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education who offer a series of 
recommendations, like one graduation gown color, that they believe is more inclusive for all 
students but do not require that the schools enforce this recommendation. Instead they allow 
for communities to choose if and when they engage with these recommendations at the 
expense of young people and their social emotional well-being.  
In this research study the performativity of the school administrators was discussed in 
great detail by the participants. Both Reina and Basil described situations in which they were 
went to the school administration because of gender-based (Basil) and racially based (Reina) 
discrimination they had experienced, and the administrators appeared to care but it seemed 
like there was no action taken on their behalf. Reina said it best when she explained that 
“they [administration] don't like people rocking the boat about stuff like this [student issues 
around discrimination].” While referencing the politically correct statements that higher 
education campus administrators released to their Black colleagues after the unjust murders 
of George Taylor, Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery, Wright (2020) states those 
“institutional statements were never for us, but for them -- a piece of evidence that they 
aren’t as bad as, or complicit in, this racism problem” (n.p). I would argue that the statement 
of inclusiveness, gender and otherwise, serves the same purpose in k-12 institutions. It is a 
performance that administration, communities, and governmental agencies, such as the 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, can engage in so that they can place 
“their patriotic flag on the ‘right side’ of this ugly debate” (Wright, 2020, n.p). There are 
some school districts and communities that self-report a high level of inclusive practices and 





words here to frame this kind of institutional refusal, “What we say and what we do 
ultimately comes back to us, so let us own our responsibility, place it in our hands, and carry 
it with dignity and strength” (p. 171). It is not enough to speak the words and say that we are 
inclusive, we must stand behind those words and show that inclusivity through action and 
change, despite the fact that some community members may not support it.  
The Performance of Solidarity: A Borderland Performativity 
The practice of performing according social expectations is especially true for young 
people in school who exist in the borderlands between childhood and adulthood, between the 
social expectations set for them and the expectations they think are appropriate and between 
feeling supported and merely tolerated. The young people who participated in this study both 
as co-researchers and participants have taken the first step away from the performative stage 
and into the area of solidarity. These young people show a desire to change school policies 
and the behavior of others, provide emotional support when needed, and offer youth the 
opportunity to express concerns so they can be addressed. This was seen through their 
dedication to this research project as well as their desire to create action items that could be 
carried forth and move beyond solely helping gender expansive youth but providing support 
to all young people who are minoritized because of parts of their identities. Anzaldúa (2012) 
states:  
The struggle is inner: Chicano, indio, American Indian, mojado, mexicano, 
immigrant Latino, Anglo in power, working class Anglo, Black, Asian--our 
psyches resemble the bordertowns and are populated by the same people. The 
struggle has always been inner and is played out in outer terrains. Awareness of 





in society. Nothing happens in the "real" world unless it first happens in the 
images in our heads. (p. 109) 
In this research project the internal struggle of all the participants was described. These 
struggles were not only because of gender identity, but because of one’s race, ethnicity, 
religious beliefs, and disability status, among other things. They were present in all the young 
people but presented somewhat differently in each of them. It was the co-researchers who 
first recognized that they each shared an internal struggle regarding their educational journey 
and from this the idea of solidarity in this research was born. Young people are aware of the 
situation, as referenced by Anzaldúa (2012), and through solidarity they are making the inner 
changes Anzaldúa states are necessary to make broader social changes. Compared to their 
adult counterparts, young people are further along in enacting solidarity as it is something 
they understand, live and embody on a daily basis. It is the adults in their school life worlds 
who need to listen to and work with young people to change the policies and procedures that 
are in place that continue to place people in boxes in order to categorize and in some cases, 
isolate them. Furthermore, Anzaldúa (2012) explains: 
Because the future depends on the breaking down of paradigms, it depends on 
the straddling of two or more cultures. By creating a new mythos - that is, a 
change in the way we perceive reality, the way we see ourselves, and the ways 
we behave - la mestiza creates a new consciousness. The work of mestiza 
consciousness is to break down the subject/object duality that keeps her prisoner 
and to show in the flesh and through the images in her work how duality is 





between males and females, lies in healing the split that originates in the very 
foundation of our lives, our culture, our languages, our thoughts. (p. 80) 
According to Anzaldúa, the only way society will move forward, away from focusing on 
what is different about us, is if different socially expected performances can occur 
together in concert with each other, or be eliminated completely.  
The question becomes, why do we, people, have our roles to play and why it is necessary for 
us to play the roles assigned to us? What must we do so that there is no more expectation for 
role playing?  It is precisely this expectation of role playing that adds to the anxiety that 
young people feel when they do not conform to societal norms.  
All three layers of these performances are happening relationally and in dialogue with 
each other.  Educators, administrators and the stakeholders in educational settings need to 
think not only about how young people perform in schools as a borderland space but rather 
how institutions and other actors perform that contribute to and generate the feelings of hope 
and despair that are often felt by young people simultaneously. 
Limitations 
All of the limitations that co-researchers and I experienced throughout this study were 
related to population and sample size. The number of gender-expansive youth who 
participated in the focus groups was small, with only 20 participants in total. These 
participants were from different communities across Massachusetts, but mostly from 
predominantly White suburban areas. This generated for the study a common factor showing 
a pattern of how gender-expansive youth were treated and the effects of that treatment—but 
only within a narrow scope of socioeconomic, religious, cultural, and familial background. 





centers, or rural schools, and those who attend private or charter schools were missing. The 
experiences of the mostly White suburban students in this study did not completely reflect 
those of the larger population, which would include unique perspectives and factors 
influencing their educational experience. All of the participants in the Q-sort came from the 
same suburban high school, and therefore they had a unique perspective on their own school, 
but their specific experiences may not have been generalizable to other schools. 
Implications 
 There is considerable work that future research must engage in to help gender-
expansive youth successfully navigate the educational system. The following 
recommendations apply to the areas of pedagogy, district policy, and school administration. 
Pedagogy 
Teachers and staff need to provide learning experiences for all students that connect 
them to what they read and watch, and what they study in all classes, including science, 
math, foreign language, English language arts, and history. This means exposing students to 
relevant literature by culturally appropriate authors in English language arts; it means 
discussing historical events like the Stonewall Riots and introducing historical figures like 
Martha P. Johnson in history and social studies; it means discussing biological sex and 
gender from a genetic and molecular level in science. Integrating gender identity and other 
minoritized groups into the curriculum will change the lives of all students by showing youth 
the beauty and diversity that exists in the world among people. It will also give gender-
expansive youth a sense of normalcy and acceptance, and for those who are not part of a 





Other pedagogical changes can arise from the general behaviors of teachers and the 
school setting itself. The co-researchers and study participants stated overwhelmingly that 
teachers need to ask for and use the correct names and pronouns for students. They also 
wanted teachers to create a classroom environment in which all students feel comfortable to 
ask questions and reflect on the societal changes. Finally, they wanted to encourage teachers 
to continue engaging in professional development in order to adapt to these constantly 
evolving issues. Teachers often set the tone of the entire school, and if they can be more 
accepting and model appropriate inclusive behavior, then young people are more likely to 
mimic those behaviors. Teachers must stop gendering young people and eliminate gendered 
activities that have no curricular value. Quantum talked about “the age-old scenario of you're 
in a class and you're about to do an activity and they [i.e., the teacher] say, ‘Okay, boys on 
the left girls on the right’…. When it comes to that, then it's like, I mean, it's rough.”  
Schools also need to eliminate gender-specific bathrooms from their buildings. The 
topic of bathrooms came up more than any other during this research. If all bathrooms were 
single-stall and gender-neutral, this would eliminate a tremendous amount of anxiety and 
discomfort for gender-expansive students. 
Colleges and universities that offer preservice training programs must create spaces 
that teach about different identities and about the impact that identity can have on learning. 
McCaughey and Fletcher (2020) discussed this in relation to health and physical education 
(H & PE) since these classes are the “one context where normative views of sexuality can be 
challenged because issues of gender and sexuality are included in most H & PE curriculum 
documents.” (p. 1) Despite this, their research showed that preservice teachers did not feel 





training about LGBTQ students. This study adds to this body of literature by showing that 
students also want teachers to be more educated around LGBTQ issues. 
District and School Administration 
My strongest recommendation for district and school administrators is to improve 
professional development for teachers and students around minoritized populations. This 
professional development must be relevant and deemed useful by those engaging in the work. 
This includes creating spaces in which honest, uncomfortable, yet productive conversations 
can happen among staff members, among students, and between students and staff. This 
takes time, however, and must be a schoolwide priority. Teachers and staff have to be taught 
how to communicate with and support students around their individual identities. Putting a 
rainbow-colored sticker on a door is not enough. Co-researchers acknowledged that this 
change would be uncomfortable for some teachers and staff, but that it was necessary. 
Administrative teams have the unique challenge of creating professional development for 
both the young teacher who is passionate about making progressive changes and 
knowledgeable about the current state of societal perceptions, as well as the more mature 
teachers who are less familiar and possibly more resistant to change that would affect so 
many students. 
Policy 
In Massachusetts, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education needs to 
take a stronger stance on gendered practices in schools. Though they offer guidance for 
schools, suggesting that “as a general matter, schools should evaluate all gender-based 
policies, rules, and practices and maintain only those that have a clear and sound pedagogical 





inequities within communities. It also opens the way for backlash from a community that 
discourage school leaders from implementing changes that benefit all students. As mentioned 
in Chapter 4, my previous district did not want to change the gendered graduation gown 
practice because the community did not want to change its “traditions.” If the MA DESE 
eliminates this practice, communities will follow suit. 
In addition, MA DESE, along with the Massachusetts School Building Authority, 
must change the way that bathrooms are arranged in new school construction. As long as 
there are gendered bathrooms, the implication that there is a choice will persist. Schools can 
make simple changes like this in order to remove those sources that cause young people to 
feel different. If students can use any bathroom because it is “just a bathroom,” they will not 
feel any pressure to pick one or, worse, feel forced to pick the bathroom that does not feel 
right to them. Policies that prioritize or centralize gender need to be eliminated. I also 
recommend that when writing state-mandated tests, such as the MCAS, MA DESE should 
include more culturally appropriate questions related directly to minoritized populations.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
Despite efforts to the contrary, the recruitment strategies and circumstances limited 
the diversity of the youth participants in the study. Specifically, this research lacked the 
voices of gender-expansive youth of color, urban and rural youth, K–8 students, and college-
aged students. Future research needs to include these voices in order for effective change to 
occur. I would recommend that future studies center on the intersectionality of gender-
expansive youth and race in education, as well as the dropout rate among these students. 
Research should also be conducted on how issues surrounding gender-expansive youth 





disproportionately disciplined for minor infractions within the school system, which can lead 
to dropout via a process known as push out (Burdge et al., 2014; Palmer et al., 2016; Snapp 
et al., 2015). Doll et al. (2013), using a framework developed by Jordan et al. (1994) and 
Watt and Roessingh (1994), determined that students do not just “drop out”; rather, the 
underlying reason for the dropout phenomena can be explained by the ideas that students are 
pushed, pulled, or fall out of school. Students are pushed out when a negative school 
environment leads to detrimental consequences, ultimately resulting in dropout (Jordan et al., 
1994, as cited in Doll et al., 2013, p. 2). Snapp et al. postulated that without necessary 
supports from school, disproportionate levels of discipline can ultimately lead gender-
expansive youth into the juvenile system. Green (2017) maintained that this discipline and 
the school-to-prison pipeline affect LGBTQ youth of color at a disproportionate rate. Thus, it 
is critical to disrupt this system that is feeding the nation’s prison-industrial complex.  
This research should be continued by also expanding the geographic area covered 
through policy and student interviews. This study was limited to Massachusetts but 
comparing the experiences of students in other states and countries could lead to other 
research conclusions—and questions. Lastly, I recommend that researchers engage in a 
longitudinal study with different districts/schools in order to track the school experience in 
relation to gender. This would allow for the inclusion of younger age groups in the research 
which could be tracked with other participants over time and show institutional changes 
while also highlighting differences between how adults think these changes impact students 






I never expected that a casual exchange with my student would alter my life. That 
conversation has not only stuck with me on a personal level, but also, as an educator, made 
me feel an urgent need to change the world for all students like him. The resultant changes in 
my life go far beyond the professional sphere and have forced a deeper analysis of who I am 
as a person. They have made me reflect on my identity and pushed me to accept myself for 
all of the identities that make me who I am, not just the ones with which I am comfortable. I 
have come out of this process with a few more scars since I have had to battle with both my 
butch identity and my gender identity to understand who I truly am. I have come out of this 
process with a stronger sense of self, and I am eternally grateful for that. While I have 
experienced obstacles in my life regarding personal and professional relationships, I know 
that many people have it much worse. In some cases, they are in such a low place 
emotionally, mentally, and physically because they feel so separate from society that they 
might even contemplate suicide. I want my research, the research of others, and the 
recommendations proposed in this dissertation to encourage school staff and policymakers to 
change the lives of these students. These are not issues that can be solved overnight, but we 
must start implementing all possible changes that will educate the general public on issues 
surrounding gender-expansive youth and that will help these students feel safe in schools.  
In addition to making me a better person, this process has made me a better 
administrator and teacher. As a teacher, I have seen how students internalize teachers’ 
actions, or lack therefore, and how that impacts their self-esteem, confidence, and ability to 
focus on school. As an administrator, I have seen that students need more than lip-service 





people who will stand up and push for the actual implementation of policies and procedures 
that offer students opportunities to focus on their one job at school: being a student. This 
research has allowed me to understand more deeply that student voices are imperative—
without them, schools cannot make effective progress. Students should be the reason 
educators do their jobs, and their opinions and needs must come first in every decision 
schools make.  
This research interlaced topics that were painful and challenging with ones that were 
joyful, enlightening, and carefree. The stories told by the youth participants were raw, honest, 
and oftentimes hard to hear; yet, they offered a level of understanding that could not have 
occurred without them. They allowed for moments of solidarity between gender-expansive 
youth and those whose gender identity gave them privilege in the school setting. I also 
realized that it is important to think differently about who and what a co-researcher should be 
in relation to recruitment. When I tried to focus solely on recruiting gender-expansive youth, 
I was unable to find enough young people to create a research collective, so I needed to 
rethink who should be sitting alongside me at the researcher’s table.  
Youth participatory action research should be the only way that research is conducted 
with young people because it is the most ethical and inclusive way to engage in the research 
process. It is, however, one of the most difficult ways to conduct research. The demands of 
YPAR are unique because of the community that must form before any research process can 
be started. The PAR process is not solely an academic one, especially when working with 
young people; it is a process whereby the personal connection to the research topic can illicit 
deep and often painful memories. In order to feel safe sharing these feelings, a community of 





research process, it is imperative to understand that the demands on young people are so 
great in today’s society that in order to ask for their time and effort, researchers must offer 
them something in exchange. I chose to acknowledge my co-researchers’ expertise with 
money, school credit, food, transportation, etc. Indeed, PAR researchers cannot expect co-
researchers to give of themselves without giving them something in return. If they do expect 
that, then they are no different than the researchers who sit in their ivory towers looking 
down on those on whom they conduct their research.  
I hope this study encourages others to learn about the emotions and thoughts today’s 
young people are experiencing. This could lead to changes based on gender-expansive 
students’ needs, ultimately educating others and making these students feel successful in 
school without having to face the obstacles that currently prohibit them from fitting in. This 
would require policy changes as well as behavioral changes on the part of students, teachers, 
and administrators. I also hope that teachers will engage in counseling and mentoring around 
identity and the unique needs of minoritized youth to learn how to make not only gender-
expansive but all minoritized students feel more included in the curriculum, extracurriculars, 
and daily life in school settings. It gives me hope that, if students were asked to repeat the Q-
sort study, they would be able to give statements regarding support and acceptance a higher 
value than the negative exclusionary statements. The young people who participated in this 
study were ready for serious change, if not a revolution. Perhaps this study was a sign that it 
has already begun—will continue until gender-expansive youth no longer feel excluded in 








LETTER OF INTRODUCTION TO SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITY-BASED 
ORGANIZATIONS  
 
Dear XXXX,  
  
I am currently a doctoral candidate at the University of Massachusetts Boston in the 
Urban Education, Leadership, and Policy Studies program, as well as a science teacher at 
Scarborough High School in Scarborough, MA.  
 
More importantly though, I am a person who identifies as gender nonconforming. I am 
interested in how schools are treating our gender expansive, transgender and gender 
nonconforming youth. As a result of this I am doing a different type of research study. 
Instead of doing research on today’s youth I want to do research with youth. This is the 
premise behind Youth Participatory Action Research or YPAR. YPAR is a different way to 
do research. It is based in social justice principles and allows young people to not be 
researched on but engage in the research in an effort to improve their lives, the communities, 
and the institutions intended to serve them.  
 
I am looking for a team comprised of 7-10 youth who will become co-researchers. As co-
researchers they will design and implement this research study with me. I will train them in 
the YPAR approach as well as other quantitative and qualitative research methods. I hope 
that we will be able to engage in a mixed methods study that will have youth co-researchers 
creating surveys, conducting interviews, analyzing data and creating methods of data 
distribution to the public. This is a different type of research where the youth are central 
creators, data analysist and distributors of knowledge. I anticipate this research project will 
take one school year to implement.  
 
I was hoping that you would provide an opportunity for me to speak to you so as to discuss 
my research interests with the young people in your program and to invite them into my 
research project as youth co-researchers.  
 
If you would like any further information about myself or any of the above, please feel free 
to ask. I look forward to hearing from you and hope to meet in the future.  
 











FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 
 
Date of focus group: ________   Location of focus group:________ 
 
Pseudonym:      
 
Thank you for your participation in this study. As you know the purpose of this study is to 
gain a deeper understanding into how gender expansive youth. I want to remind you that 
we will not use your real name or anything that could identify you or others we discuss in 
our interview.  
 
Focus group questions: 
1. In what ways do you feel you have been limited or encouraged in schools regarding 
your gender identity or gender expression? 
2. Have you ever been treated differently by (peers/staff/administration) because of your 
gender identity or gender expression? 
3. How has being gender expansive impacted the way you view education and the value 
of education? 
4. Do you feel like you have received a different educational experience than your non-
gender expansive peers? 
5. Did you have to stop pursuing your educational before you wanted to because of your 
gender identity? 
6. Have you ever been in an educational space where you felt not welcomed because of 
your intersecting identities? 
7. Have you ever felt that educational resources intended for one of your identities has 
missed the mark for your other identities? 
8. Do you think that the combination of your identities has helped disadvantage you in 







INITIAL CODEBOOK CREATED BY THE CO-RESEARCHERS 
 
Code Definition 
GN bathrooms present not 
convenient 
Gender neutral bathrooms are present but not 
convenient 
GN bathrooms present convenient Gender neutral bathrooms are present and convenient 
NO GN bathrooms No Gender neutral bathrooms  
GE aggressive GE are stereotyped as aggressive 





Positive Curriculum See self in curriculum 
Negative Curriculum Never see self in curriculum 
stereotypes Stereotypes lead to bias 
Positive support staff Feel Supported by admin/staff 
Negative support staff Feel unsupported by admin/staff 
Positive support peers Feel supported by peers 
negative support peers Feel unsupported by peers 
hiding Waiting until leaving HS 
Apologetic tone 
 
Fear causing trouble/fuss Rather cause personal discomfort over discomfort of 
others 
Basic human rights respect 









Oral instructions that will be read at the beginning of the Q-sort activity  
Today you are going to complete the Q-sort activity. This will take approximately 1 hour. If 
at any point during the activity you would like to leave then that is fine. If you decide after 
you have done the activity that you do not want the results of your activity included in the 
study then that is also fine and all you need to do is let the researcher know. All the 
information you provide today is confidential, that means that your Q-sort and what you say 
will not be shared with anyone outside of this room other than myself and the research group. 
   
Please take a moment to ready the consent form and click either “I agree” or “I do not agree”. 
If you do not agree, I would like to thank you for your time and I will terminate this call. If 
you agree please read the instructions on the next page.  
You are first asked to Pre-sort the cards into 3 categories most representative/neutral/least 
representative. There are no right or wrong answers- I am interested in YOUR opinions.  
Please ask me if you are unsure or have any question. I will be here while you do the sort.  
 
Written instructions for Q-sort activity  
This study is interested in how young people experience school and how they think gender 
expansive youth experience school. You will be presented with a number of statements, on 
the screen. The statements are regarding or in refence to your experiences/beliefs regarding 
gender and identity. You may agree or disagree with some of the statements. Read each 
statement and think and ask yourself the question, how have I felt with regards to this when 
considering each statement. All the statements finish this sentence “I…” It does not matter if 
the statement refers to something that you have not thought of or experienced before, all you 
need to do is imagine that all the statements refer to actions and events which would be 
carried out in school.  
 
Q Technique 
Take some time reading through all of the cards. Click on the thumbs up symbol on the cards 
that are most representative of your experiences/beliefs regarding gender and identity; click 
on the thumbs down symbol least representative of your experience/beliefs regarding gender 
and identity, and click on the ? symbol for those statements either you have no feelings 
toward or don’t know where to place.  
 
After you have created three piles, please look at the pile on the right and choose the two 
statements that are most representative of experiences/beliefs regarding gender and identity 
and drag and drop them into the +5 column. It does not matter which goes on top.  
Next, please shift over to the pile on the left, or those statements that are least 





statements are least representative and drag and drop them into the -5 ranking column. 
Continue filling in rankings, going back and forth from the positive and negative columns of 
the grid until you empty each pile. Once you have exhausted all the statements you are 
welcome to reexamine the sort and switch statements as desired.  
 
There are no right or wrong answers because I am really interested in what you think. It is 
quite normal that different people will have different views about things, and so do not worry 
where your peers are placing their statements. No one else will see what you place on your 
grid except the research group. Your answers will be made anonymous after today (this 
means that your answers will not be linked to you by name).  
  
Once you have finished moving the cards around and you are happy about where you have 
put them you can click the submit button.  
  
We will then ask you some interview questions in order to give your voice a place in the 
research.  
 
Thank you for taking part and helping me with this study.  
  
Interview Questions  
1. Describe how the statement you ranked at +5 is most representative of your 
school experience.  
2. Describe how the statement you ranked at -5 is the least representative of 
your school experience.  
3. What statements were difficult to place? Why?  
4. Are there any other beliefs or concepts about gender and identity that materialized 
during the sort?  
5. If you could change one thing in schools with regards to your identity, what 
would it be?  
6. Do you think there are any gender expansive youth at your school?  
7. If for one day only, the only people on Earth identified the same way that you do, 










Sentence Starter: “I…”  
1. Think my school protects minority students from bullying.  
2. Would feel comfortable attending Prom (other dances) and school sponsored events 
3. Have seen myself/my identity represented in the curriculum 
4. Feel I have been disciplined as a result of my identity 
5. Have faced negative/uncomfortable discussions or lessons around my identity 
6. Am discriminated against because of how I identify 
7. Have faced difficulties in being a member of the school community because of my 
identity 
8. Feel I have been treated unfairly by teachers because of my identity 
9. Have felt supported by peers 
10. Believe gender expansive youth are just confused 
11. Teachers are embarrassed to talk about identity, race and/or gender 
12. Feel welcome in all after school activities (clubs, sports) 
13. Am viewed as a weird / different because of how I identify 
14. Am accepted by all of my peers 
15. Feel recognized for who I am 
16. Feel my academic performance has been impacted because of my identity 
17. Feel confident that reporting discriminatory behavior or language would result in 
action from administration 
18. Feel like a part of the school community 
19. Feel safe using gender neutral bathrooms 
20. Feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw discriminatory behavior or language 
they would act on it 
21. Feel safe at school 
22. Feel supported by teachers and staff 
23. Feel supported by school administration 





25. Feel gender expansive people are aggressive if you accidentally misgender them 
26. Know that there are policies in place to protect me from bullying/ cyberbullying / 
harassment 
27. Feel supported by the school nurse 
28. Feel the school does enough to accommodate gender expansive youth students  
29. Feel that gender expansive youth are segregated in school from “others” 
30. Believe if you are gender expansive, you are LGBTQ+ 
31. Feel that people who change their gender go against religious beliefs 
32. Believe that there is a community for gender expansive youth 
33. Not all gender expansive youth are the same 
34. Think gender expansive youth are welcome in extracurriculars 
35. Believe your gender is determined by your biological sex 
36. Feel people are embarrassed to talk / avoid talking about gender identity / expression? 
37. Feel that gender expansive youth are visible / identifiable by how they look 
38. Have gender expansive youth peers 
39. Think gender expansive youth feel comfortable using the bathroom 
40. Being gender expansive doesn't affect your education 
41. Feel there are only 2 genders (male and female) 
42. Believe people should share their pronouns 
43. Believe if people are gender expansive, they should tell others 
44. Feel the school adequately educates students about identity 
45. Believe gender expansive youth have a support system 
46. Feel that the high school is an unfriendly, intimidating, and scary place 







MEAN SCORE FOR ALL STATEMENTS 
 
Statements Mean 
1. Think my school protects minority students from bullying.  -0. 90 
2. Would feel comfortable attending Prom (other dances) and school sponsored 
events 2. 60 
3. Have seen myself/my identity represented in the curriculum -0. 75 
4. Feel I have been disciplined as a result of my identity -1. 20 
5. Have faced negative/uncomfortable discussions or lessons around my 
identity 1. 10 
6. Am discriminated against because of how I identify -1. 05 
7. Have faced difficulties in being a member of the school community because 
of my identity -0. 70 
8. Feel I have been treated unfairly by teachers because of my identity -1. 00 
9. Have felt supported by peers 2. 40 
10. Believe gender expansive youth are just confused -3. 60 
11. Teachers are embarrassed to talk about identity, race and/or gender 1. 70 
12. Feel welcome in all after school activities (clubs, sports) 1. 55 
13. Am viewed as a weird / different because of how I identify -0. 40 
14. Am accepted by all of my peers 0. 95 
15. Feel recognized for who I am 1. 10 
16. Feel my academic performance has been impacted because of my identity -1. 05 
17. Feel confident that reporting discriminatory behavior or language would 
result in action from administration -1. 20 
18. Feel like a part of the school community 1. 90 
19. Feel safe using gender neutral bathrooms 1. 55 
20. Feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw discriminatory behavior or 
language they would act on it -1. 00 
21. Feel safe at school 1. 45 





23. Feel supported by school administration -0. 55 
24. Feel I have people I can talk to when struggling 1. 15 
25. Feel gender expansive people are aggressive if you accidentally misgender 
them -2. 20 
26. Know that there are policies in place to protect me from bullying/ 
cyberbullying / harassment 0. 20 
27. Feel supported by the school nurse 0. 70 
28. Feel the school does enough to accommodate gender expansive youth 
students  -1. 25 
29. Feel that gender expansive youth are segregated in school from “others” 0. 20 
30. Believe if you are gender expansive, you are LGBTQ+ 0. 40 
31. Feel that people who change their gender go against religious beliefs -2. 15 
32. Believe that there is a community for gender expansive youth 2. 00 
33. Not all gender expansive youth are the same 4. 05 
34. Think gender expansive youth are welcome in extracurriculars 1. 85 
35. Believe your gender is determined by your biological sex -3. 25 
36. Feel people are embarrassed to talk / avoid talking about gender identity / 
expression? 1. 30 
37. Feel that gender expansive youth are visible / identifiable by how they look -2. 25 
38. Have gender expansive youth peers 3. 60 
39. Think gender expansive youth feel comfortable using the bathroom -1. 20 
40. Being gender expansive doesn't affect your education -0. 35 
41. Feel there are only 2 genders (male and female) -4. 00 
42. Believe people should share their pronouns 0. 65 
43. Believe if people are gender expansive, they should tell others -0. 90 
44. Feel the school adequately educates students about identity -2. 20 
45. Believe gender expansive youth have a support system 0. 25 
46. Feel that the high school is an unfriendly, intimidating, and scary place 0. 05 








Z-SCORES AND FACTOR ARRAYS FOR ALL STATEMENTS FOR GENDER-
EXPANSIVE YOUTH 
 
Statements Z-Score Factor Array 
1. Think my school protects minority students from 
bullying.  
-0. 506 -1 
2. Would feel comfortable attending Prom (other dances) 
and school sponsored events 
1. 220 4 
3. Have seen myself/my identity represented in the 
curriculum 
-1. 048 -3 
4. Feel I have been disciplined as a result of my identity -0. 528 -2 
5. Have faced negative/uncomfortable discussions or 
lessons around my identity 
0. 765 3 
6. Am discriminated against because of how I identify -0. 366 -1 
7. Have faced difficulties in being a member of the school 
community because of my identity 
0. 208 0 
8. Feel I have been treated unfairly by teachers because of 
my identity 
-0. 382 -1 
9. Have felt supported by peers 0. 728 2 
10. Believe gender expansive youth are just confused -2. 023 -5 
11. Teachers are embarrassed to talk about identity, race 
and/or gender 
1. 758 5 
12. Feel welcome in all after school activities (clubs, sports) 0. 166 0 
13. Am viewed as a weird / different because of how I 
identify 
0. 678 2 
14. Am accepted by all of my peers -0. 351 -1 
15. Feel recognized for who I am 0. 411 1 
16. Feel my academic performance has been impacted 
because of my identity 
0. 438 1 
17. Feel confident that reporting discriminatory behavior or 
language would result in action from administration 
-0. 725 -2 





19. Feel safe using gender neutral bathrooms 0. 518 1 
20. Feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw 
discriminatory behavior or language they would act on 
it 
-0. 860 -2 
21. Feel safe at school 0. 384 1 
22. Feel supported by teachers and staff 0. 346 0 
23. Feel supported by school administration -0. 282 0 
24. Feel I have people I can talk to when struggling 0. 645 2 
25. Feel gender expansive people are aggressive if you 
accidentally misgender them 
-1. 616 -4 
26. Know that there are policies in place to protect me from 
bullying/ cyberbullying / harassment 
0. 270 0 
27. Feel supported by the school nurse 0. 511 1 
28. Feel the school does enough to accommodate gender 
expansive youth students  
-0. 551 -2 
29. Feel that gender expansive youth are segregated in 
school from “others” 
0. 566 1 
30. Believe if you are gender expansive, you are LGBTQ+ 0. 781 3 
31. Feel that people who change their gender go against 
religious beliefs 
-1. 095 -3 
32. Believe that there is a community for gender expansive 
youth 
1. 215 3 
33. Not all gender expansive youth are the same 2. 192 5 
34. Think gender expansive youth are welcome in 
extracurriculars 
0. 704 2 
35. Believe your gender is determined by your biological 
sex 
-1. 853 -4 
36. Feel people are embarrassed to talk / avoid talking about 
gender identity / expression? 
1. 292 4 
37. Feel that gender expansive youth are visible / 
identifiable by how they look 
-1. 227 -3 
38. Have gender expansive youth peers 1. 432 4 
39. Think gender expansive youth feel comfortable using 
the bathroom 
-0. 612 -2 





41. Feel there are only 2 genders (male and female) -2. 185 -5 
42. Believe people should share their pronouns 0. 694 2 
43. Believe if people are gender expansive, they should tell 
others 
-0. 921 -3 
44. Feel the school adequately educates students about 
identity 
-1. 458 -4 
45. Believe gender expansive youth have a support system 0. 381 0 
46. Feel that the high school is an unfriendly, intimidating, 
and scary place 
0. 098 0 








Z-SCORES AND FACTOR ARRAYS FOR ALL STATEMENTS FOR CISGENDER 
NON-HETEROSEXUAL YOUTH 
 
Statements Z-Score Factor Array 
1. Think my school protects minority students from 
bullying.  
-0. 202 -1 
2. Would feel comfortable attending Prom (other 
dances) and school sponsored events 
1. 637 4 
3. Have seen myself/my identity represented in the 
curriculum 
-0. 663 -1 
4. Feel I have been disciplined as a result of my identity -1. 178 -4 
5. Have faced negative/uncomfortable discussions or 
lessons around my identity 
0. 422 1 
6. Am discriminated against because of how I identify -1. 153 -3 
7. Have faced difficulties in being a member of the 
school community because of my identity 
-0. 507 -1 
8. Feel I have been treated unfairly by teachers because 
of my identity 
-1. 162 -4 
9. Have felt supported by peers 1. 966 5 
10. Believe gender expansive youth are just confused -1. 580 -4 
11. Teachers are embarrassed to talk about identity, race 
and/or gender 
0. 056 0 
12. Feel welcome in all after school activities (clubs, 
sports) 
0. 881 2 
13. Am viewed as a weird / different because of how I 
identify 
-0. 867 -1 
14. Am accepted by all of my peers 0. 889 2 
15. Feel recognized for who I am 0. 493 1 
16. Feel my academic performance has been impacted 
because of my identity 





17. Feel confident that reporting discriminatory 
behavior or language would result in action from 
administration 
0. 278 0 
18. Feel like a part of the school community 1. 262 3 
19. Feel safe using gender neutral bathrooms 0. 697 2 
20. Feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw 
discriminatory behavior or language they would 
act on it 
0. 430 1 
21. Feel safe at school 1. 421 4 
22. Feel supported by teachers and staff 1. 118 3 
23. Feel supported by school administration 0. 317 1 
24. Feel I have people I can talk to when struggling 1. 175 1 
25. Feel gender expansive people are aggressive if you 
accidentally misgender them 
-0. 861 -1 
26. Know that there are policies in place to protect me 
from bullying/ cyberbullying / harassment 
0. 387 1 
27. Feel supported by the school nurse 0. 639 2 
28. Feel the school does enough to accommodate gender 
expansive youth students  
-0. 811 -2 
29. Feel that gender expansive youth are segregated in 
school from “others” 
-0. 944 -3 
30. Believe if you are gender expansive, you are 
LGBTQ+ 
-0. 115 0 
31. Feel that people who change their gender go against 
religious beliefs 
-0. 931 -3 
32. Believe that there is a community for gender 
expansive youth 
0. 983 3 
33. Not all gender expansive youth are the same 1. 540 4 
34. Think gender expansive youth are welcome in 
extracurriculars 
0. 499 2 
35. Believe your gender is determined by your 
biological sex 
-1. 792 -5 
36. Feel people are embarrassed to talk / avoid talking 
about gender identity / expression? 
0. 082 0 
37. Feel that gender expansive youth are visible / 
identifiable by how they look 





38. Have gender expansive youth peers 1. 836 5 
39. Think gender expansive youth feel comfortable 
using the bathroom 
-0. 450 -1 
40. Being gender expansive doesn't affect your 
education 
-0. 078 0 
41. Feel there are only 2 genders (male and female) -2. 122 -5 
42. Believe people should share their pronouns 0. 151 0 
43. Believe if people are gender expansive, they should 
tell others 
0. 096 0 
44. Feel the school adequately educates students about 
identity 
-0. 728 -1 
45. Believe gender expansive youth have a support 
system 
0. 311 1 
46. Feel that the high school is an unfriendly, 
intimidating, and scary place 
-1. 068 -3 








Z-SCORES AND FACTOR ARRAYS FOR ALL STATEMENTS FOR CISGENDER 
HETEROSEXUAL YOUTH 
 
Statements Z-Score Factor Array 
1. Think my school protects minority students from bullying.  -0. 987 -2 
2. Would feel comfortable attending Prom (other dances) and 
school sponsored events 
1. 279 3 
3. Have seen myself/my identity represented in the 
curriculum 
1. 197 3 
4. Feel I have been disciplined as a result of my identity -0. 728 -2 
5. Have faced negative/uncomfortable discussions or lessons 
around my identity 
-0. 210 0 
6. Am discriminated against because of how I identify -0. 737 -2 
7. Have faced difficulties in being a member of the school 
community because of my identity 
-0. 890 -2 
8. Feel I have been treated unfairly by teachers because of 
my identity 
-0. 515 -1 
9. Have felt supported by peers 1. 461 4 
10. Believe gender expansive youth are just confused -1. 882 -5 
11. Teachers are embarrassed to talk about identity, race 
and/or gender 
0. 707 2 
12. Feel welcome in all after school activities (clubs, sports) 1. 616 4 
13. Am viewed as a weird / different because of how I 
identify 
-0. 296 0 
14. Am accepted by all of my peers 1. 307 4 
15. Feel recognized for who I am 1. 092 3 
16. Feel my academic performance has been impacted 
because of my identity 
-1. 331 -4 
17. Feel confident that reporting discriminatory behavior or 
language would result in action from administration 
-1. 119 -3 





19. Feel safe using gender neutral bathrooms 0. 908 2 
20. Feel confident that if teachers or staff heard/saw 
discriminatory behavior or language they would act on it 
-1. 040 -3 
21. Feel safe at school 0. 613 1 
22. Feel supported by teachers and staff 0. 884 2 
23. Feel supported by school administration -0. 320 0 
24. Feel I have people I can talk to when struggling 0. 514 1 
25. Feel gender expansive people are aggressive if you 
accidentally misgender them 
-0. 416 -1 
26. Know that there are policies in place to protect me from 
bullying/ cyberbullying / harassment 
-0. 319 0 
27. Feel supported by the school nurse 0. 004 0 
28. Feel the school does enough to accommodate gender 
expansive youth students  
-0. 494 -1 
29. Feel that gender expansive youth are segregated in school 
from “others” 
0. 304 1 
30. Believe if you are gender expansive, you are LGBTQ+ 0. 388 1 
31. Feel that people who change their gender go against 
religious beliefs 
-1. 420 -4 
32. Believe that there is a community for gender expansive 
youth 
0. 676 2 
33. Not all gender expansive youth are the same 1. 844 5 
34. Think gender expansive youth are welcome in 
extracurriculars 
0. 796 2 
35. Believe your gender is determined by your biological sex -1. 423 -4 
36. Feel people are embarrassed to talk / avoid talking about 
gender identity / expression? 
0. 512 1 
37. Feel that gender expansive youth are visible / identifiable 
by how they look 
-1. 136 -3 
38. Have gender expansive youth peers 1. 913 5 
39. Think gender expansive youth feel comfortable using the 
bathroom 
-0. 993 -3 
40. Being gender expansive doesn't affect your education -0. 358 -1 





42. Believe people should share their pronouns -0. 028 0 
43. Believe if people are gender expansive, they should tell 
others 
-0. 365 -1 
44. Feel the school adequately educates students about 
identity 
-0. 613 -2 
45. Believe gender expansive youth have a support system 0. 282 0 
46. Feel that the high school is an unfriendly, intimidating, 
and scary place 
0. 440 1 



























1. Think my school protects 
minority students from 
bullying.  
-0. 506 -1 -0. 202 -1 -0. 987 -2 
2. Would feel comfortable 
attending Prom (other 
dances) and school 
sponsored events 
1. 220 4 1. 637 4 1. 279 3 
3. Have seen myself/my 
identity represented in the 
curriculum 
-1. 048 -3 -0. 663 -1 1. 197 3 
4. Feel I have been 
disciplined as a result of my 
identity 
-0. 528 -2 -1. 178 -4 -0. 728 -2 
5. Have faced 
negative/uncomfortable 
discussions or lessons 
around my identity 
0. 765 3 0. 422 1 -0. 210 0 
6. Am discriminated against 
because of how I identify 
-0. 366 -1 -1. 153 -3 -0. 737 -2 
7. Have faced difficulties in 
being a member of the 
school community because 
of my identity 
0. 208 0 -0. 507 -1 -0. 890 -2 
8. Feel I have been treated 
unfairly by teachers because 
of my identity 





9. Have felt supported by 
peers 
0. 728 2 1. 966 5 1. 461 4 
10. Believe gender 
expansive youth are just 
confused 
-2. 023 -5 -1. 580 -4 -1. 882 -5 
11. Teachers are 
embarrassed to talk about 
identity, race and/or gender 
1. 758 5 0. 056 0 0. 707 2 
12. Feel welcome in all after 
school activities (clubs, 
sports) 
0. 166 0 0. 881 2 1. 616 4 
13. Am viewed as a weird / 
different because of how I 
identify 
0. 678 2 -0. 867 -1 -0. 296 0 
14. Am accepted by all of 
my peers 
-0. 351 -1 0. 889 2 1. 307 4 
15. Feel recognized for who 
I am 
0. 411 1 0. 493 1 1. 092 3 
16. Feel my academic 
performance has been 
impacted because of my 
identity 
0. 438 1 -0. 923 -2 -1. 331 -4 
17. Feel confident that 
reporting discriminatory 
behavior or language would 
result in action from 
administration 
-0. 725 -2 0. 278 0 -1. 119 -3 
18. Feel like a part of the 
school community 
1. 022 3 1. 262 3 1. 179 3 
19. Feel safe using gender 
neutral bathrooms 
0. 518 1 0. 697 2 0. 908 2 
20. Feel confident that if 
teachers or staff heard/saw 
discriminatory behavior or 
language they would act on 
it 
-0. 860 -2 0. 430 1 -1. 040 -3 
21. Feel safe at school 0. 384 1 1. 421 4 0. 613 1 
22. Feel supported by 
teachers and staff 





23. Feel supported by 
school administration 
-0. 282 0 0. 317 1 -0. 320 0 
24. Feel I have people I can 
talk to when struggling 
0. 645 2 1. 175 1 0. 514 1 
25. Feel gender expansive 
people are aggressive if you 
accidentally misgender 
them 
-1. 616 -4 -0. 861 -1 -0. 416 -1 
26. Know that there are 
policies in place to protect 
me from bullying/ 
cyberbullying / harassment 
0. 270 0 0. 387 1 -0. 319 0 
27. Feel supported by the 
school nurse 
0. 511 1 0. 639 2 0. 004 0 
28. Feel the school does 
enough to accommodate 
gender expansive youth 
students  
-0. 551 -2 -0. 811 -2 -0. 494 -1 
29. Feel that gender 
expansive youth are 
segregated in school from 
“others” 
0. 566 1 -0. 944 -3 0. 304 1 
30. Believe if you are 
gender expansive, you are 
LGBTQ+ 
0. 781 3 -0. 115 0 0. 388 1 
31. Feel that people who 
change their gender go 
against religious beliefs 
-1. 095 -3 -0. 931 -3 -1. 420 -4 
32. Believe that there is a 
community for gender 
expansive youth 
1. 215 3 0. 983 3 0. 676 2 
33. Not all gender expansive 
youth are the same 
2. 192 5 1. 540 4 1. 844 5 
34. Think gender expansive 
youth are welcome in 
extracurriculars 
0. 704 2 0. 499 2 0. 796 2 
35. Believe your gender is 
determined by your 
biological sex 





36. Feel people are 
embarrassed to talk / avoid 
talking about gender 
identity / expression? 
1. 292 4 0. 082 0 0. 512 1 
37. Feel that gender 
expansive youth are visible / 
identifiable by how they 
look 
-1. 227 -3 -0. 834 -2 -1. 136 -3 
38. Have gender expansive 
youth peers 
1. 432 4 1. 836 5 1. 913 5 
39. Think gender expansive 
youth feel comfortable 
using the bathroom 
-0. 612 -2 -0. 450 -1 -0. 993 -3 
40. Being gender expansive 
doesn't affect your 
education 
-0. 527 -1 -0. 078 0 -0. 358 -1 
41. Feel there are only 2 
genders (male and female) 
-2. 185 -5 -2. 122 -5 -1. 895 -5 
42. Believe people should 
share their pronouns 
0. 694 2 0. 151 0 -0. 028 0 
43. Believe if people are 
gender expansive, they 
should tell others 
-0. 921 -3 0. 096 0 -0. 365 -1 
44. Feel the school 
adequately educates 
students about identity 
-1. 458 -4 -0. 728 -1 -0. 613 -2 
45. Believe gender 
expansive youth have a 
support system 
0. 381 0 0. 311 1 0. 282 0 
46. Feel that the high school 
is an unfriendly, 
intimidating, and scary 
place 
0. 098 0 -1. 068 -3 0. 440 1 
47. Believe gender 
expansive youth feel safe 
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